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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: Reclassification

The intake bay smelt of disinfectant and cold air filtered through unseen vents. Elias knelt on the yellow-marked square at the centre of the room, thighs parted wide on the chill vinyl, hands folded behind his neck as instructed. The cotton of his tunic had already been removed, replaced by the uniform bulk of a heavy nappy beneath the soft pressure of the collar. The ID tag—still E432—hung from the black ring at his throat, catching the overhead light each time he swallowed.

Around him, nurses moved with quiet efficiency, the soft relay clicks of their badges punctuating the hush. The rota board hung prominent beside the observation glass; Elias could see his own name pinned in the fading slot, a marker waiting to be moved. Somewhere behind the mirrored panel, the low hum of donor voices—faint, measured, barely audible—suggested he was not alone.

A nurse stepped into his line of vision, clipboard in hand. She wore the mint-green tunic of senior staff, her hair tight beneath a white cap, face set in the impassive calm the Hall demanded. Without a word, she held up the clipboard so that the observation glass could see, then turned it to Elias. “Full protocol. Reclassification to Utility Tier. Observation open.”

Her gloved hand reached to his collar, steady and unhurried. She took the old tag—E432—between finger and thumb, produced a thick black marker, and with ceremonial slowness, drew a line through the embossed code. The act was unhurried, public, and absolute. She waited, letting the moment breathe, then pressed a new yellow tag—U432—into place at the collar’s front. The click of the clasp was loud in the quiet. “Subject E432 now U432. Utility protocol initiated,” she intoned, for the benefit of the log.

The next nurse—taller, broad-shouldered, silent—produced a tray and set it on a side-table, latex gloves gleaming in the clinical light. “Inspection,” she announced, voice clipped and cool. “Plug and clamps for compliance.” There was no inquiry, no invitation. Only the rhythm of procedure.

Elias felt his face burn. He pressed his knees wider, spine tall, breath measured in the way he’d been trained. His pulse beat shallowly under the collar.

The plug came first: pale medical silicone, base inscribed with his ID. The nurse held it to the clipboard, then applied a generous measure of gel, her movements precise. “Subject presenting. Knees apart, hands on head.” Elias obeyed, knuckles white against his scalp. The insertion was not rough, but thorough, the plug seating with the practiced finality of a component into a machine. She held it for a count, thumb pressed firmly, then withdrew her hand. “Plug fully seated. No resistance. Log: compliance complete.”

Next, the clamps—new, chrome, clinical. The nurse showed each to the clipboard and then, with cold efficiency, fastened them to his nipples, the sharp pressure stealing the air from his lungs for a beat. He did not flinch; the collar buzzed a faint warning. “Clamps applied: tension moderate. Noted: minor tremor, right. U432 compliant. Emotional response: logged.”

The third nurse stepped forward, holding the remote for the plug. “Testing,” she said, and pressed the button. The plug buzzed alive inside him, low and insistent, setting a flush rising up his chest and across his throat. The clamps bit a little harder with each involuntary shift of his chest. The nurse watched, eyes on the clipboard. “Response: visible. Blush, pelvic tremor. Reflex: compliant.” The plug’s vibration ceased as suddenly as it began.

A senior nurse moved to the rota board, holding up a fresh set of pins. “Observation: day 8/30 Sabine blackout. No partner messages, no spoken prompts. Utility tier only.” She turned the rota, moved his name beneath the bold USE column, and locked it in place with a firm click. “Rota reset. U432: Demo scheduled. Pin assigned.”

A small scanner, white and impersonal, was waved over his nappy. The nurse read aloud, her voice flat and clear. “U432: compliant; nappy damp. Status: observation—window open.” She set the scanner aside, gripped his chin, and gently turned his face to the mirror. Elias watched himself reflected: on his knees, tagged, plugged, clamped, lips parted and breath fogging the glass.

The nurse recorded, “Exposure complete. Patient remains docile.” Behind the glass, a faint shuffling, the sound of observation being entered, not discussed.

“Does patient understand new status?” The nurse’s question cut the silence. Elias’s voice was hoarse but clear: “I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.”

She nodded once, clipboard ticking. “Mantra compliance. Log: initialised.”

The collar was checked one final time, the new tag adjusted for the cameras. The plug remote was pressed again—a brief, humiliating buzz that made him tremble, the clamps a dull ache. The rota pin locked with a finality that silenced even the donors’ hum.

Nurses withdrew, one by one, their shoes soft against the padded floor. The last sound was the closing of the clipboard and the relay lock engaging.

Elias was left kneeling, plugged and clamped, collar tag gleaming, rota board displaying his new status to all who cared to look. The hum of the observation glass did not fade. Behind it, he was both specimen and lesson—reclassified, restrained, and, for the first time, perfectly silent.


Chapter 1: Demo Day

The theatre was already humming by the time they brought him in. Lights glared white and unyielding from the ceiling’s arc, their glare flattening the world into pale surfaces and hard shadows. Elias’s knees pressed into the cool vinyl just inside the double doors, the leash coiled twice around his collar and gripped in the left hand of Nurse Alina. Her face was perfectly blank, her eyes somewhere past his shoulder, seeing the routine rather than the man.

He could feel the presence of an audience—just beyond the glass, or perhaps scattered in the shadowed upper rows. The air held the faintest current of perfume and aftershave, the kind donors wore when they came to observe. The sound that drifted in was not conversation but the shuffling of paperwork, the muted creak of chairs as people settled in to watch, the clinical staccato of shoes across tile.

At the centre of the stage, under a cone of harsher light, the milking frame waited. It was not named as such—never aloud, never on the rota—but everyone knew its function by the arrangement of straps and rails, the padded supports for knees and chest, the jut of the metal stirrups designed to keep thighs spread and open. A table beside the frame held a neat array of tools: wipes, a box of gloves, measuring tape, three sealed ampoules of lubricant, and a stainless-steel bowl half-filled with warm water. At the edge, his gag rested in a dish, freshly disinfected, its inner bulb still faintly damp.

Nurse Alina led him forward, the leash short, every step choreographed by the habit of compliance. She did not speak until they reached the taped line at the foot of the frame. Then, at last, her voice:

“U432, mount the frame. Knees to marks. Present gag.”

Her words were not request but algorithm. Elias moved as trained—lifting himself onto the frame, the thick nappy crinkling between his thighs, the cold steel of the stirrups pressing up against his bare calves. He spread his knees until the yellow tape on the stage floor matched the angle of his thighs. The clamps pinched a little harder as his posture stretched, the plug within him pressing down against the frame’s seat in a way that demanded total stillness.

He reached for the gag. The act of offering it had become ritual—a sign not of autonomy, but of willingness to be unmade. With both hands he held it out, elbows straight, head bowed. The audience would see a model of obedience; he felt only the tremor in his jaw.

Nurse Alina took the gag from his hands with gloved care, showing it first to the camera above the stage, then slipping it into his mouth with a single, practiced motion. The bulb pressed deep, the straps drawn tight and buckled at the crown and beneath his jaw, sealing his words away. The sensation was clinical, unnegotiated—a procedure done to him, not with him.

“Wrists forward,” she commanded. Another nurse—Vika, silent and swift—buckled each wrist into a padded cuff at the front of the frame, then did the same with his ankles. The hip strap pulled tight, flattening the nappy’s bulk; the chest strap compressed his lungs into shallow, measured breaths. Each restraint was cinched and double-checked, fingers walking the edge of every buckle, nurse and assistant both murmuring the checklist to the log.

The final step: Alina pressed a thumb to his plug, making sure it was fully seated, then checked the tension on the clamps, tugging one, then the other. Satisfied, she announced in a voice pitched to carry to the audience and the record alike:

“U432: plug active, clamps secure, nappy damp, compliant posture, vocalisation: nil.”

He could feel the eyes on him—unseen but absolute—their weight heavier than any strap. He did not look up. His task was only to be correct, and visible, and silent.

A nurse wheeled the instrument tray closer, the rubberised castors making barely a sound over the vinyl stage. The heat of the theatre lights gathered on Elias’s skin, making the nappy’s bulk feel oppressive, the clamps’ pressure sharp, the plug inside him an anchor that pulsed with every shallow breath. The gag’s bulb forced his jaw wide, tongue pressed down, the edges tight against his cheeks. Even his breath was documented—steam rising, vanishing, each inhalation logged by the faint whir of a monitor clipped to his collar.

Nurse Alina turned to the audience—her words measured, unfussy, pitched for both gallery and log. “Today’s demonstration: extended arousal denial and compliance under persistent stimulation. Subject: Utility U432. All actions supervised and logged. No release permitted.”

The assistant snapped on a fresh pair of gloves, voice low and precise as she repeated each step for the record. “Frame stable. Straps secure. Gag integrity confirmed. Plug: test vibration.” She thumbed the remote, sending a low buzz through the plug, and Elias’s hips flinched against the straps—minimal, but noted. “Response: visible. Restraint effective.”

“Begin demonstration,” Alina said, and the audience stilled. The assistant opened a sterile ampoule, squeezed clear gel onto her gloved palm, and approached. There was no warning, no theatre. She parted the front of Elias’s nappy, just enough to expose the head of his caged cock, the steel ring glinting dully under the stage lights. The lubricant was cold. She applied it clinically, spreading it in slow, unhurried circles, careful not to smear the nappy or leave a mark on his skin.

No pleasure words. Only the language of procedure, logged for every step.

She began the first edging cycle—her touch precise, mechanical, just enough to coax him upward without offering release. The cage made full arousal impossible, but the ache was unmistakable. Each rise was watched, timed, measured by his pulse, the tremor in his thighs, the sound of breath forced around the gag. When his muscles tensed—hips straining, chest shivering, thighs flexing against the stirrups—she stopped, holding her gloved hand steady for the audience to see.

“Arousal peak: approaching,” she noted. “Denying at threshold.” She withdrew her hand. Alina watched the monitor clipped at his collar, tapped the screen, and nodded. “Pulse spike: documented. No climax achieved.”

The assistant waited, allowing his breathing to slow, the flush to drain from his face. She repeated the process, never speeding, never lingering—only the exact degree of touch permitted by the protocol. Each time he neared the edge, she ceased. Each time, the ache redoubled, frustration twisting inside him, the plug a silent accomplice, the clamps stinging with every aborted surge.

Midway through the routine, Alina leaned in, fingers cool against his hip as she toggled the plug’s setting—briefly increasing vibration, then flicking one clamp with clinical indifference. “Secondary stimulation: escalating for compliance test.” Elias groaned behind the gag, eyes flooding, pulse wild under the collar.

“Compliance maintained,” she announced. “No vocalisation. No unsafe movement. Log: U432 compliant, arousal denied.”

Throughout, the audience watched in silence, some making notes, others merely observing the shaming of a body tamed for spectacle. The only sounds were the click of gloves, the mechanical thrum of the plug, the sharp intake of breath through the gag.

The sequence continued until his thighs shook, sweat beading beneath the nappy’s elastic, and the shame of exposure became its own measure. The assistant stepped back, nodded to Alina, and wiped her gloves clean on a square of sterile gauze.

“Arousal demonstration complete,” Alina confirmed, turning toward the observers. “Subject remains denied. No climax. No speaking. Log: session in progress.”

Elias sagged in the frame as much as the straps allowed—utterly spent, but unsatisfied, the evidence of his denial plain to all.

The theatre’s silence was a presence in itself—thickened by the expectation of the gallery, the discipline of the nurses, and the live hum of the rota board. In the aftermath of denial, Elias remained locked in the frame, head bowed, thighs quivering, each shallow breath counted by the chest strap and the monitor at his collar. He tasted nothing but latex and his own sweat, each swallow making the gag’s bulb pulse against his tongue.

Nurse Alina moved with economical calm to the table, retrieving a slim white scanner and a clean pair of gloves. Her movements were for the audience as much as for procedure: everything visible, everything recorded. “Compliance check,” she announced, tone as neutral as weather. “Nappy inspection—status to be logged.”

The assistant unfastened the side tapes of Elias’s nappy, peeling them back with slow, deliberate care. The sound was loud in the hush: adhesive giving way, plastic separating, the cold air meeting his skin. She folded the front down, exposing the pale flesh beneath, the base of the cage, the flush blooming up his abdomen. The plug’s base was visible, a mute signature of his condition.

Alina passed the scanner over the exposed nappy, waiting for the soft chime that indicated a reading. “Nappy: damp. No soiling. U432: compliant under observation. Plug: in situ.” Her voice remained level, without mockery, every word documented for the log.

The assistant ran a gloved finger along the edge of the cage, pressing lightly to test for swelling or leak. “Subject exhibited minor involuntary leak during prior stimulation,” she noted. “Logged for protocol adjustment. No evidence of soiling. Skin integrity intact.”

The clinical inspection continued—quick but thorough, never pausing for comfort. Clamps were visually checked, their tension measured with a tiny dial. The assistant called out the result: “Right: three Newtons. Left: three. No adjustment needed. No vocalisation during inspection.”

Alina reached for his chin, turning his head gently toward the observation glass. The action was not unkind, but it left him staring at his own reflection—gagged, flushed, plugged, clamped, and opened for display. The shame was total, and unshareable.

She pressed his jaw until his mouth parted further, demonstrating compliance for the gallery. “Exposure complete,” she recited, for the benefit of the log. “Patient remains docile, posture correct.”

The assistant refastened the nappy, tapes pulled snug, plastic smoothed down with a final, audible pat. “Seal restored,” she intoned, and stepped away to clean her gloves. The scanner chimed once more, recording the update.

Alina raised her eyes to the audience. “Status logged. U432: compliant, no release, no objection. Inspection concluded.”

The words carried the authority of ritual—an erasure of identity, the confirmation that Elias was now simply function: observed, inspected, and returned to silence.

The silence of the gallery had a different quality now—expectant, weighted with the satisfaction of routine and the anticipation of the demonstration’s conclusion. Elias, still restrained, felt the ache in his thighs as a fixed geography: clamps biting, plug’s presence a live wire under the elastic seal of the nappy. His body trembled in increments, each minute motion recorded by the unforgiving symmetry of the straps.

Nurse Alina returned to the stage, remote in hand. She spoke with crisp finality, her voice echoing in the wide, clinical space. “Prepare for final denial. Audience, observe control protocol: plug, clamps, nappy—intact; subject: fully restrained. No climax permitted.”

The assistant approached, gloves replaced, and reached beneath Elias’s nappy. The touch was brisk—pressing the base of the cage, checking for the involuntary signs of another arousal spike. With one hand, she flicked the tension on each clamp, sending a small, stinging shiver through him; with the other, she toggled the plug to its highest setting.

Elias’s breath hitched, eyes unfocused as the vibration hummed inside him. His chest strained against the restraint, muscles trembling, pulse thudding visibly at the side of his neck. He could not beg, could not ask—could only endure as the plug’s intensity rose and the clamps pulsed against his nipples, the pressure building until the edge was unbearable.

Alina raised the denial remote—red LED blinking—a clear signal to the audience and the ever-watchful ceiling camera. She waited until his whole body tensed, then pressed the button. The LED extinguished with a single, merciless click.

“Final denial—executed. No release. Status: enforced,” she announced. The plug’s vibration ceased. The assistant released the clamps with a deft twist, the absence of pressure sending another hot shock through his system, the after-sensation blooming into dull, persistent ache. The nappy was sealed again with careful, impersonal hands.

Alina leaned close, voice pitched for the log, not for him. “Demonstration: concluded. U432 denied. Compliance: total. Record: no climax, no vocalisation, posture held throughout.”

The last step was the ritual check: every strap retightened, every buckle confirmed, his gag tapped once with two gloved fingers—acknowledging both the end of the session and his silence. The leash was clipped back to his collar, left slack and visible for the gallery.

Alina turned to the gallery, her face a mask of clinical poise. “Audience, please note: demonstration performed to standard. Patient available for further inspection at scheduled intervals. Status: utility.”

Around the stage, staff moved quietly to reset, clearing the tray, logging every action, marking the rota board with a fresh pin beneath his name. The lights dimmed incrementally, the last glare receding until only the centre circle illuminated Elias, still locked to the frame, spent but untouched, every evidence of denial and humiliation perfectly in place.

In the silence, he remained—kneeling, plugged, tagged, and correct—his breath slow and shallow, his eyes never rising above the tape.


Chapter 2: Pairing — Isla’s Edge

The corridor was silent, its padded floor swallowing the sounds of passing footsteps. Elias felt the leash at his collar, the subtle tug that demanded a pace both obedient and unhurried. The plug remained a constant, pressing reminder within him, the nappy’s bulk ensuring every step had weight and consequence. His hands, swallowed by white mitts, rested still at his sides, fingers reduced to shapes and nothing more.

Nurse Vika walked ahead, badge glinting as she paused before a frosted glass door. The panel slid aside on a gentle pneumatic hiss. Beyond: the Pairing Lab, a room pared down to essential geometry. Vinyl floor. Seamless walls. A broad, institutional mirror ran the length of one side, framed by pale light and the distant hum of filtration. The air was cool and faintly citric—disinfectant, masking a suggestion of bodies long held.

Isla was already there. She knelt in the centre of the mat nearest the mirror, her posture impossibly correct: spine elongated, shoulders drawn down, knees spread just enough to reveal the edge of her own absorbent garment beneath the crisp line of her tunic. Her collar tag—F301—gleamed against her throat, hair pinned back with institutional precision. Her hands, ungloved but docile, rested palm-down on her thighs.

Elias felt the contrast in his own body at once: the extra bulk at his hips, the slight flush at his chest where clamps had left pale ghosts, the discomfort of the plug anchoring him to the moment. He kept his eyes low.

“U432, kneel. Mirror posture. Palms down, eyes low,” Nurse Vika instructed, voice precise but unhurried. Elias obeyed, lowering himself to the mat alongside Isla, his knees tracing the arc of yellow tape, mitts flattening onto his thighs. The nappy forced his knees wider than dignity allowed. The tag at his collar settled cold against his skin.

The room was quiet except for the faint whirr of the air system. Both of them faced the mirror, their reflections doubled and corrected by the light. There was no corner to hide in—only exposure, ritual, and the knowledge that observation was constant.

Vika moved behind them, her shoes making soft, deliberate sounds. She paused, glanced at the mirrored wall—checking posture, checking alignment, ensuring the tableau would read properly for whoever watched behind the glass. “U432 and F301: present for calibration. Begin synchronisation protocol.”

Elias did not look up. He let the command settle over him, felt his own body conform to the demand of the scene. Every angle was set not by comfort, but by standard.

He was not the subject here, not directly. But he would be used—displayed as proof of her progress, of his own utility, and the shame in being so compared.

Nurse Vika circled once more, her eyes fixed on the angles of bodies—two patients kneeling in perfect parallel, mirror-lit and stripped of individuality. The quiet between them was absolute, broken only by the soft intake and release of breath, a sound that seemed loud in the otherwise silent room.

“Synchronise breath. Wait for the count,” she intoned, consulting her tablet as the protocol loaded. On the wall, a small green light winked to life above the mirror, indicating live observation and recording.

Elias lowered his gaze further, letting the rhythm of his breath fall into step with the room’s mechanical pulse. His knees pressed outward, forced by the bulk of the nappy and the spread of yellow tape; his hands, mittened and useless, rested palm-down as instructed. He risked a sidelong glance at Isla—her face serene, her chest rising and falling with the same shallow discipline. Even now, she found stillness.

“One,” Vika counted. Both inhaled—measured, slow.

“Two.” Exhale, controlled, synchronised, the sound carefully monitored.

“Maintain,” she instructed. Her footsteps were nearly silent as she moved between them, checking shoulders, the line of the neck, the posture of each spine. For a moment, her palm pressed flat to the base of Elias’s neck, not unkind but final, adjusting the collar so the tag lay in perfect alignment with his breastbone. “Posture: adequate.”

She made a brief note on the tablet, her voice cool and clear for the observation log. “U432: synchronised. Minor tremor, left thigh; adjusting.” She tapped his thigh, a single directive pressure, and Elias stilled the betraying muscle. “F301: posture held. No correction needed.”

Elias focused on the rhythm—inhale, exhale, the measured count, the awareness that every movement was being watched, recorded, and compared. The collar felt heavier, the plug more intrusive as he strained for stillness. Isla’s calmness made the contrast sharper; where she was fluid, he felt angular, clumsy, on the edge of error.

If he faltered, it would be noted—not as cruelty, but as data. If Isla excelled, it would be recorded as proof of her readiness. Every difference would be marked and logged, the record of his inadequacy rendered public, if not spoken aloud.

Vika’s voice, barely above a whisper: “Hold this state.”

A pause, then: “Begin calibration interval. Any deviation—logged.”

In the mirror, Elias saw himself beside Isla: two collared shapes, breathing for the Hall, posture and discipline made into ceremony. The ritual was not in what they did, but in how completely they allowed themselves to be seen.

Nurse Vika knelt between them, her presence a metronome for the proceedings. She set a slim remote on the mat before Isla, its red indicator light blinking in time with the pulse displayed on the observation screen above the mirror. Another nurse entered silently, carrying a tray: two sealed vibrators, a bottle of neutral gel, and a fresh cloth folded to protocol.

Without a word, the new nurse knelt at Isla’s side, slipping the remote vibe under the edge of her nappy, securing it with practiced care. “F301: stimulation—ready,” she intoned for the log. For Elias, nothing was adjusted; the plug remained where it had been since morning, its presence now background to his posture and shame.

Vika’s command was crisp. “Increase stimulation. Maintain posture. First to tremble: logged.”

A quiet click, and the vibrators activated—Isla’s first, a faint hum that was audible only to those kneeling close. For Elias, the plug’s setting rose a degree, sending a shiver up his spine. The demand was not to react, not to seek sensation, but to witness. Every inch of his restraint, every part of his stillness, was designed for this: to become the fixed point around which Isla’s ordeal would revolve.

In the mirror, he could see Isla’s eyes lower, lashes quivering as she focused on her breath. Her hands flexed, then flattened, her composure tested with each passing second. Elias felt heat gathering behind his own collar, the slow, helpless flush of arousal made more acute by denial. The nurse noted Isla’s posture, then his: “F301: composed. U432: minor jaw tension.”

Isla’s legs tensed, a near-invisible effort at resistance. The remote’s light pulsed higher; her chest rose and fell in tight, measured cycles. Elias found himself holding his breath, as if by will alone he might absorb the tension meant for her.

The second nurse raised the remote for the plug—clicked the setting higher still. A pulse shot through him, his thighs tightening, the ache in his core deepening. He fought the urge to shudder, pressing his mitts flat to the mat.

“Maintain,” Vika said. “Do not react. Hold discipline for her.” Her words were for Isla, but Elias heard them as much for himself. The shame of being used as comparison burned in him: her endurance marked by his restraint, her reward made possible only by his stillness.

Time stretched and folded back on itself—minutes measured by the steadiness of Isla’s breath, the flicker of red on the monitor, the steadiness (or lack thereof) of Elias’s knees. When Isla’s thigh twitched, the nurse praised her: “F301: controlled. No loss of posture.” When Elias’s hips threatened to move, the nurse corrected with a wordless hand at his back—guiding him, reminding him of the consequences of failure.

Each cycle was repeated: vibration increased, then decreased, the remote clicking between levels, the nurses logging every sign—arousal, tremor, composure, distress. Isla received a quiet word of encouragement for each interval she endured. Elias was silent, sweat pooling at the nape of his neck, every muscle caught between the demand to obey and the ache for relief.

Through the mirror, their eyes met only once—a flicker, nothing more—before the ritual drew them back into silence, each shaped by the institution’s appetite for order and spectacle.

At last, Vika’s voice broke the spell. “Pause stimulation. F301: reward.” The remotes fell silent, the air settling into stillness.

Elias, still kneeling, still plugged and denied, waited for whatever ritual would come next.

The nurses moved with seamless efficiency, clearing the tray and straightening Isla’s tunic, their attention precise yet impersonal. Nurse Vika turned to the observation glass, voice formal for the log: “Interval complete. F301: composure improved. Reward—water.”

A second nurse knelt at Isla’s side, unfastened her mitt, and offered a small paper cup. Isla took it with both hands, her posture never breaking. She drank, throat moving delicately, eyes never rising above her reflection in the mirror. The gesture was simple but ceremonial—a privilege earned and publicly displayed. The nurse’s hand lingered a fraction, steadying the cup, then withdrew.

Elias remained motionless, the ache from the plug now a slow, persistent burn. His own mouth was dry, the taste of latex and cotton thick on his tongue, but no relief was offered. Instead, Nurse Vika’s attention slid over him, impassive. “U432: composure maintained; utility function reinforced by comparison.” The words were entered into the log, their truth sharpened by omission.

Isla set the cup aside, her cuffs replaced, posture returned to the institutional standard. The mirror made it all undeniable—Elias watching Isla’s reward, his own restraint and denial reflected back a dozen ways. Each time praise was given to Isla, Elias was left in silence, his own compliance marked only by its lack of privilege.

The observation glass remained dark, its silent audience bearing witness. Vika’s voice, for the record, marked the tableau: “F301: improved readiness for paired privilege. U432: silent, correct, maintained in role.”

The nurse’s hand checked Isla’s collar, a gesture almost tender. No such touch for Elias; instead, his posture was corrected with a brisk adjustment at the base of his neck, pushing him fractionally deeper into the mat.

No cruelty—only order, and the clean, cold arithmetic of institutional praise.

The air in the Pairing Lab felt even colder now, as if each ritual completed left a sharper edge on the quiet. The mirror’s surface still held the double tableau: Isla composed and steadied by praise, Elias held silent and low by absence.

Nurse Vika circled once, checking notes on her tablet. The protocol dictated the rhythm of release and retention; there was no improvisation, only closure.

“Session complete,” she announced, her voice pitched for the log. “F301: release cuffs.”

A second nurse moved to Isla, unfastened her restraints, and helped her rise. For a moment, Isla lingered—she looked neither at Elias nor the mirror, but her posture softened, shoulders rounding as she received a quiet nod from the staff. A privilege, silent and public. She was led gently toward the door, her collar tag catching the light as she passed into the corridor, leaving only the faint sound of footsteps receding.

“U432: present gag,” Vika ordered.

Elias lifted his hands, mitts closing awkwardly around the gag strap at his jaw. The act required a tiny bow; he offered the gag up with both hands, head lowered, posture perfectly humble. The nurse accepted it without comment, inspecting the panel, then buckled it back in place—tighter, the leather pressing his jaw to submission. If there was a tremor or a flinch, it was noted, but not spoken aloud.

The last of the ritual: Vika secured his posture restraints, drawing them firm so his body could not slump, ensuring his knees and hips stayed at the angle set at the session’s start. She circled him once, tablet in hand, entering the final observations: “U432: compliant. Posture correct. Vocalisation nil. Held at baseline.”

She stepped back, standing between Elias and the mirrored wall, gaze sweeping the silent, kneeling form now alone in the centre of the light.

The final act was not removal, but preservation. Elias was left kneeling, plugged and tagged, before his own reflection—no reward, no release, only the echo of ceremony and the sure knowledge that his own silence, his own restraint, had become the institution’s property.

The door sighed closed. The observation light dimmed. And Elias remained, unremarked but exact, a utility whose function was endurance.


Interlude I: Sabine’s Table

The flat was quiet, save for the low hum of the city filtering in past thick glass. Sabine set the table with her usual care—linen napkin folded just so, two places arranged with almost ceremonial symmetry. The kitchen light was low, gold on glass, turning the polished cutlery to soft reflections. She wore a silk slip, bare-shouldered, her hair drawn into a knot that was both practical and, by its neatness, unmistakably deliberate.

Her guest arrived without fanfare, the door closing behind him with a hush. He was tall—Sabine preferred that—but otherwise unnamed, his laughter a warm punctuation in the evening’s rhythm. He took her waist in his hand as if he’d done so many times before. Their conversation was easy, the bottle of red opened with a muted pop, wine decanted into thin-stemmed glasses. They ate slowly—Sabine favoured languor at the table, even now—and the meal unfolded in a series of small, tactile indulgences: the glide of butter across warm bread, the salt of olives pressed between teeth, the unhurried sip of wine after laughter.

In the far corner of the room, a slim monitor glowed on the sideboard. The live feed was muted, its audio dialed so low that not even the click of restraints or the buzz of a sensor could intrude. Elias’s suite appeared clinical and faintly blue in the camera’s night mode; he was present as shape and posture, restrained, his routine as predictable as the city’s lights beyond the window.

Sabine glanced at the screen, not to check on him but as one glances at the weather—habitual, untroubled. Her guest’s hand rested on her forearm, fingers brushing her wrist in a lazy circle. They did not acknowledge the monitor. If Sabine looked, she did so with the cool composure of someone reviewing a statistic, not a person. Every so often, she reached for her tablet, tapping the screen with her thumb. The stats were always the same: compliance 97%, arousal spike on rotation, no unauthorised vocalisation. She noted a recent correction—plug setting increased, compliance restored—her expression unchanging.

Conversation shifted from work to travel, from travel to memory, from memory to suggestion. A smile curled at her lips, the edge as precise as her line of sight. She reached for her glass, let the wine rest on her tongue before swallowing, all the while Elias remained unmoving, a silent loop on a silent screen. The guest’s laugh grew softer, his attention narrowing; Sabine’s body leaned closer to his without effort.

Between courses, she opened the staff protocol page, entering a brief memo in the text field: Maintain blackout through ward rounds. No partner messages. Audio privileges suspended until further notice. With a tap, she locked the change—another day without her voice. She marked the calendar: one more block of time, clinical, assured.

Dessert was a shared thing—a small plate of ripe fruit, dark chocolate, a spoon passed back and forth. Sabine’s pleasure was quiet, her body opening not in display, but in ease. When her guest traced a fingertip down her wrist, she let the touch linger, then withdrew to refill the wine. The monitor stayed in her periphery, but her attention belonged elsewhere.

After the meal, as the candles burned low, Sabine crossed to the sideboard, her bare feet silent on the wood. She watched Elias for a few measured heartbeats, the slow rise and fall of his chest, the formal symmetry of his restraints, the way his compliance had become a posture that needed no instruction. She did not touch the volume. She did not speak his name.

She closed the laptop with a gentle finality, shutting him out with the same calmness with which she had prepared the meal. The screen’s blue glow faded; only candlelight remained.

Sabine turned back to her guest, a faint, satisfied smile curving her mouth. The ritual was complete. The blackout held. Beyond the walls, the city continued to hum. Within them, Sabine’s appetite was undisturbed, her control perfect, the silence left for Elias to inhabit alone.


Chapter 3: The Salon

The corridor to the donor salon was bright and soundless, lit from above by a cold geometry of LEDs that flattened every shadow into compliance. Elias felt the leash at his collar tug him forward, the hand guiding it as steady and impersonal as a closing door. He walked barefoot, the floor’s sealed vinyl barely yielding to his weight, the nappy’s bulk spreading his steps into a careful, childish shuffle. His tunic had been removed before the double doors—a sign, always, that the ritual was no longer private.

A nurse walked a half pace ahead, her badge swinging from a cord at her throat, the rota board’s clipped summary already visible in her hand. The other end of the corridor held the doors to the salon: unmarked, but unmistakeable. The faintest murmur of voices filtered through—donors gathering, the subtle weight of an audience assembling for something quietly anticipated.

As the doors slid open, light from the salon spilled out: warmer, almost golden, but no less controlled. The space was amphitheatre-shaped, three rows of tiered seating rising in a gentle arc, all facing a single raised dais at the centre. The scent was antiseptic—fresh latex, clean skin, a wisp of powder—and something subtler: aftershave, perfume, the anticipation of money and judgement. Observation glass stretched behind the highest row, a ghostly reflection of movement and order.

Elias was led down the central aisle, the hush swelling and then narrowing around him. He could not see faces—lights caught at the edge of his vision, rendering the observers half-abstract, a chorus of shadows and gleaming eyes. He kept his chin down, collar tag bright against his throat, hands cuffed in white mitts, plug and nappy still in place. Each step was a measured surrender, every detail logged for the record.

At the foot of the dais, the nurse halted him. A second nurse appeared at his side, offering a brief command—“Ascend”—before guiding him up the padded steps, bare knees brushing against the seam of the platform. He paused at the marked centre, outlined in discreet yellow tape, under the hard, unwavering gaze of the lights.

The nurse clipped the leash to a discreet ring set into the floor. She spoke, not to Elias, but for the benefit of the gallery and the log: “Subject U432, present for demonstration. Status: nappy, collar, plug—compliant. Tunic removed. Gag to be applied on command.”

A gentle chime sounded from the rear of the theatre. Donors activated their tablets, the blue glow briefly illuminating their faces as they prepared to observe and score.

Elias knelt on the dais as instructed, the soft padding beneath his knees no comfort at all. He was exposed—body, name, function—offered to the gaze of those whose presence mattered only as data, not as mercy.

The ritual had begun, and there was no part of him that could pretend to be unseen.

The nurse’s hands were brisk but not hurried, as if time itself had been scheduled for this. “Ascend and present,” she said. Elias rose from the kneel and stepped forward as the leash allowed, the padded dais swallowing the sound of his movement. The gaze of the room pressed down from all angles, impersonal and absolute.

She positioned him at the centre, where yellow posture marks set his knees and hands. A small stainless ring had been set into the floor between them—purposeful, precise. She guided his knees to each mark, then tapped the insides with two fingers, a command to widen further. The nappy’s bulk pressed against his thighs, holding them apart at the institution’s preferred angle. The collar’s tag flashed under the lights.

“Hands.” He extended his arms, wrists encased in the white cuffs, palms down as best as the mitts allowed. The nurse fitted his arms to the padded supports, then secured each wrist with a broad canvas strap—tight, firm, not punitive but absolute. She worked in silence, buckling and checking, tugging each fastener, confirming with a slight pressure of her thumb at every joint.

Another nurse moved in behind, kneeling to fasten his ankles with the same measured care. Each restraint was double-checked, fingers walking the seam of each strap, correcting the smallest slackness. Elias felt himself positioned not as a man, but as a sample—centred, aligned, displayed.

When all was secured, the lead nurse gestured for the final ritual. “Present gag.”

Obedient, Elias opened his mouth, tongue flattening under the bulb as the nurse fitted the gag—panel style, padded edges resting against his lips, the interior shaping his jaw into speechless compliance. The straps were drawn back and buckled behind his head, under the crown, and beneath the jaw, so his words were held in place by protocol, not by voice.

She pressed lightly at the base of his jaw, testing the fit, then adjusted the collar’s tag so the “U432” mark faced the gallery directly. “Gag: secured. Posture: compliant,” she announced, for the log.

A third nurse checked his shoulders, hips, and knees, making minute corrections—lifting, shifting, drawing his posture into an ideal line for the observation board. Every adjustment was made with a precision that left no room for sensation, only for position.

The donors’ tablets blinked to life, blue and silent, ready to score.

In the glare, Elias knelt, gagged and restrained, his body tuned to the Hall’s requirements. Every inch of him was visible, every tremor and strain ready to be seen, logged, and measured. No voice was needed; the posture, the exposure, and the ritual were more eloquent than any words.

Nurse Alina approached the dais, gloved hands poised, her eyes on the log tablet as much as on Elias himself. A second nurse circled, her movements mirrored for the observation glass, every gesture as visible as the man kneeling between them.

The inspection began without preamble. Alina called out the sequence for the room and the archive alike. “Routine inspection: plug, nappy, collar, skin integrity.”

The second nurse unfastened the side tapes of Elias’s nappy, folding the front down just enough to expose the base of the plug and the sealed cage. The chill of air made him flinch; the room noticed. “Nappy: damp. No soiling,” Alina recited, her tone as unbothered as a weather report. She lifted the base of the plug, pressing lightly, eyes on the small readout of the remote. “Plug: responsive.” She toggled the setting briefly—Elias’s breath hitched, posture trembling. “Arousal: within protocol. Minor tremor, right thigh. Logged.”

A third nurse leaned in, fingers walking the collar strap, checking the tension. “Collar: secure. Tag: visible. No chafing.” She tugged the leash attachment to ensure the clasp held, then adjusted the angle of Elias’s head with the edge of a knuckle.

Skin was inspected next—palms, knees, shoulders, and hips checked for marks, abrasions, or evidence of struggling. Every finding, or its absence, was spoken aloud and entered on the log: “Posture: compliant. Knees: faint erythema, within expected. No lesions. Mitts: secure, skin intact. No unauthorised movement.”

As the inspection proceeded, the nurse held up the plug remote for the audience, toggling it so the red indicator flashed. “Plug test: increment one.” The vibration hummed inside him—a small, humiliating current. The donors could see the effect in the tremor of his legs, the way his chest worked harder for each breath, gag muffling all but the smallest sounds.

Donors were encouraged, via tablet prompt, to submit inspection requests. “Request: posture check.” The lead nurse measured the angle at Elias’s hips, then demonstrated the correction: “Subject aligned. Compliance maintained.” Another prompt: “Request: collar tag.” She turned his head gently for the gallery, the yellow “U432” tag catching the light.

Throughout, the commentary remained clinical. No hint of delight, no malice, just the business of cataloguing obedience, arousal, and endurance. The humiliation was total because it was unremarked—his trembling, his exposed state, every pulse of the plug, all entered, all ordinary.

Alina’s voice, cool and final: “Inspection complete. Data logged for donor review.”

The room settled into a hush—every detail witnessed, nothing left hidden, and the certainty that every observation would become another line in the institution’s book of him.

The inspection concluded, Nurse Alina stepped back to allow the lead nurse—a tall, even-voiced woman with a stylus clipped to her collar—to approach the dais. The atmosphere shifted minutely, as if the very air anticipated performance. Tablets blinked with new instructions: donors were now invited to rate compliance and composure as the demonstration unfolded.

The nurse began the ritual commands, voice crisp, projecting for the log and the gallery. “U432, bow.”

Elias obeyed at once, folding forward from the waist until his forehead touched the padded dais. The collar’s tag swung and stilled against the floor, the plug’s presence a weight that made the act feel not only humiliating, but complete. The position held; donors observed.

“Posture-correct.”

He straightened, every joint aligned, knees wide on the yellow marks. Shoulders back, spine drawn tall, head up but gaze lowered—an exact echo of the protocol diagram displayed on the wall behind him.

“Present gag.”

He lifted his chin, mouth already filled by the gag, and offered his silence to the gallery by holding still. A nurse checked the buckles, fingers tracing the straps, making sure the seal was absolute.

“Open.”

A command and a confirmation: he opened wider, jaw stretching, the panel of the gag pressing the corners of his mouth until the effort was visible. The nurse made a minor adjustment, ensuring the posture could be observed clearly from all angles.

“Kneel. Hold.”

He returned to the base position, thighs spread by the nappy, every tremor visible beneath the lights. The posture timer on the observation board began to tick—a public countdown during which any loss of position would be noted and logged.

Throughout, the lead nurse’s instructions were measured and unhurried, each command followed by a brief interval of scrutiny. Donors watched closely, rating obedience and composure in real time. Each slight adjustment—shoulders, wrists, angle of neck—was executed by the nurses with impersonal efficiency, the only feedback for Elias the faint click of the stylus and the hum of the data relay.

Whenever his obedience was flawless, it was acknowledged for the record: “Subject complied without hesitation. Correction time: zero. Noted—exemplary response.” If a knee trembled or a hip shifted, the error was called out, corrected, and entered into the log: “Minor drift, left leg. Corrected. Compliance window maintained.”

At no point was there praise in the human sense; the highest approval was to be logged as “correct, without comment.” The room was suffused with the unrelenting attention of the institution, the demonstration reduced to data and posture, each act a lesson in how utility was meant to be performed.

No one spoke to him by name. No one touched him with more than the required degree of care. Every movement was for the Hall, for the log, for the quiet calculation of donors who scored and recorded and made him into a measure of discipline.

He did not seek their approval. He did not receive their disdain. He became, for these moments, nothing more than the shape of compliance—silent, restrained, and exactly what he had been taught to be.

When the demonstration sequence ended, the atmosphere in the salon became one of quiet calculation. Donors lowered their tablets, flicking through scoring interfaces—obedience, composure, exposure, correction speed—each slider or tick a private verdict rendered public only in aggregate. The blue glow of screens flickered across their faces, briefly illuminating expressions of interest, satisfaction, or measured detachment.

At the foot of the dais, a nurse reviewed the live scoring panel. A screen above the observation glass scrolled with anonymised data:

Composure: 92%

Obedience: 97%

Correction speed: 100%

Exposure: high

Donor satisfaction: above standard

Each result was accompanied by the clinical log: “Subject U432—compliant. Posture maintained, vocalisation nil, denial protocol enforced. No deviation outside acceptable range.”

Nurse Alina approached to read out the final institutional notes. Her tone was neutral, carrying no pride, no disappointment. “Demonstration concluded. Patient U432: denied throughout. Gag integrity, plug responsiveness, nappy status—all verified. Donor commentary logged.”

At the edge of the salon, a staff member called out further data for the official record: “Minor knee tremor during interval four. Correction observed. Compliance returned. No vocalisation. No attempt at unauthorised motion.” The sound of styluses tapping, donors murmuring quietly as their individual scores were submitted, filled the space in a low, almost reverent hum.

In the back row, the observation board ticked forward, updating Elias’s institutional file with each new metric. There was no applause, no spoken approval—only the relay of numbers and the knowledge that every observation would become another line in the record of his use.

The humiliation was not in the attention, but in its perfect neutrality. He was seen, measured, and made into an example—his arousal, his obedience, his exposure all entered as clinical data, shared with the Hall’s anonymous audience. No detail was wasted; no privacy left unbroken.

As the donors’ tablets powered down, Nurse Alina closed her log with a simple phrase: “Demonstration: high compliance, utility confirmed. Subject to be maintained on current protocol.”

On the rota board, his ID flicked from “Demonstration” to “Observation: complete.” The light above the dais dimmed fractionally, signalling the end of his use.

The hush in the salon lingered a moment longer, as if the ritual demanded a final interval of stillness before release. The lights overhead softened by a degree, the sharp geometry on the dais dissolving into a more forgiving glow. Nurse Alina stepped forward, hands steady, her movements slow for the benefit of the record.

“U432, present gag,” she said.

Elias lifted his bound hands as far as the restraints allowed, eyes lowered, and offered his mouth forward. The act was small, almost devotional: his jaw slackened, panel pressed into the nurse’s palm. She unbuckled the straps, withdrawing the gag with unhurried care, examining it for any sign of wear or resistance before displaying it briefly to the observation glass. “Gag: removed. No damage. Integrity maintained.”

His mouth was left open, jaw trembling, a trace of saliva shining at the corner. The nurse wiped it away with a folded cloth—clinical, not gentle—then replaced the gag in the tray. Another nurse released his wrist and ankle straps, working from left to right, each restraint opened and set aside with a quiet efficiency that belonged to practiced routine.

For a few seconds, Elias was neither fully held nor fully free: posture shaped by memory, mouth open, hands still flattened on his thighs, collar tag square to the gallery.

The lead nurse offered a short, silent nod of acceptance. No words of praise, no final touch—just the acknowledgment of ritual correctly performed. The leash was clipped again to his collar; she tapped his shoulder, and he was guided from the dais, knees stiff, head lowered as he was led from the circle of light back down the aisle.

Behind him, staff restored the platform to order. The rota board at the entrance was updated with a precise click—his ID moved from “Observation: complete” to “Return to suite.” A brief, cool chime sounded as the log was sealed.

In the echo of the closing doors, the last thing left was the memory of compliance—his, and the institution’s, woven together in a silence that was more absolute for being so completely observed.


Chapter 4: Black Wing Variation + Calibration Day

The corridor to the Black Wing was colder than the rest of the Hall—a private climate held behind double-sealed doors, where the filtered air tasted of alcohol and ozone. The nurses on either side of Elias were silent, uniforms marked not with the usual green but with a stark black badge over the left breast. They moved without hurry, their steps measured against some internal protocol.

Elias’s skin prickled as he passed beneath the stasis symbol embossed above the door—a black disc within a white square, always visible from the corner of the eye. The door unlocked with a low, hydraulic sigh, and the air inside was still colder, heavy with the scent of polished metal and latex.

He was led into the centre of a featureless chamber. Vinyl floors, padded walls, ceiling panels that pulsed with soft, clinical light. There was no furniture but the stasis chair: a narrow, composite frame fixed to the floor by a single column, its surface seamless and pale, its straps already open in invitation. Every buckle, every strap was matte grey—nothing to catch the light, nothing to distract.

“Remove tunic,” one nurse instructed. Elias obeyed, slipping the garment from his shoulders and folding it over his arms. The nappy remained, thick between his thighs, the plug’s quiet pressure a constant. The collar tag was unclipped, then replaced with a new one—black plastic embossed with “U432 / BW.”

Vitals were checked with a clinical efficiency that never paused to acknowledge his face. Gloved hands pressed to his neck, his wrist, his jaw. A nurse read the protocol aloud, voice as flat as the walls: “U432, Black Wing stasis protocol. Straps to be applied—chest, thighs, wrists, head. No speaking. Eyes forward. Do not anticipate.”

He was guided into the chair, the back moulded to the curve of his spine, the seat firm and unyielding beneath the nappy. The first strap was drawn across his chest—wide, thick, padded at the ribs. Next, his thighs were buckled to the seat, knees pressed just wide enough to remind him of exposure. Wrist cuffs came next, closed and locked with a soft, deliberate pressure, forearms angled slightly inward. The final strap settled at his forehead, cupping the crown of his head and fixing his gaze forward.

A nurse leaned close, lowering a matte mask over his mouth and nose. The mask tasted of latex and something chemical, the straps drawn firm but not painful. A soft relay clicked above him—the start of the stasis sequence.

“You will not speak. Do not anticipate.” The nurse’s voice was filtered, impersonal.

Beyond the glass, staff assembled at a console, their outlines blurred by the reflection. The ceiling lights faded incrementally, leaving the room neither bright nor dark, only perfectly controlled. Elias heard the faint rush of air through a vent above, the soft tick of a relay, his own pulse loud in his ears.

There was no countdown, no signal of beginning. Only the closing of the last strap, the shift of nurses behind the glass, and the slow settling of stillness—ritual, not punishment; procedure, not mercy.

He breathed as the mask allowed, the chair holding him in the shape the Hall required. The world beyond shrank to a series of beeps and shadows, and the knowledge that every reaction, every flicker of breath or muscle, would be watched, measured, and written into the record.

Somewhere, a relay engaged with a soft, final click. Elias let his body go quiet, surrendering to the protocol, and the room received him without comment.

He became aware of the world again as light returned, gentle but unchanging, the ceiling’s panels set to a low, clinical dawn. His mouth was dry beneath the mask, his limbs tingling where the straps had pressed. Somewhere beyond the fog of half-consciousness, he heard the soft shuffle of rubber soles and the whisper of gloves snapping into place.

The mask was the first thing to go—a careful hand loosening the strap, then peeling it away with a smooth, latexed touch. Elias blinked against the light, vision swimming, senses recalibrating. He felt the shape of his own breath, the shallow rhythm echoing in the mask’s absence.

One by one, the nurses released the straps: chest, thighs, wrists, the headband last of all. Each removal was recorded by a soft click and a notation called out to the glass. “Chest restraint off. Thighs: released. Wrists: released. Head: support clear. U432 compliant throughout. No distress vocalised.”

A gloved hand checked his pulse at the neck; another pressed gently into the hollow above his hip, searching for tension or resistance. A cup of water was pressed to his lips, the edge cool and smooth. “Drink,” came the quiet command, almost kind in its neutrality. Elias obeyed, swallowing in slow, awkward sips, the water tasting faintly of plastic and relief.

The nurse checked his pupils with a penlight, then nodded to her colleague. “Awake, aware. Reflexes within normal limits. U432, state your name and status.”

His voice, when it came, was rough and soft: “U432. Utility. Compliant.”

She made a note on her tablet, ticking off another item on the protocol. “Black Wing stasis complete. Compliance elevated. Ready for calibration.”

The world was small for a moment, framed by the chair and the slow return of movement. There was no praise, only the assurance that every measure had been taken, every response logged and analysed.

Elias was helped to his feet, steadying against the nurse’s arm for a heartbeat before finding his own balance. The new collar tag was checked once more: “U432 / BW” gleaming, reset for the next phase.

He did not speak again; there was no need. The Hall had received what it required—obedience rendered absolute, all deviations measured and contained.

The corridor beyond the stasis suite beckoned, brighter and busier, the next protocol already waiting.

The world outside the Black Wing stasis suite felt newly artificial, every surface bright and suspect, as if light itself were sharpened for assessment. A nurse steadied Elias at the elbow for his first step, releasing him only when his knees remembered their work. The nappy was thick, the plug’s pressure somehow more insistent after stasis—a reminder that some parts of him never left protocol, no matter how the mind drifted.

They led him into the main corridor, where the air was laced with astringent lemon and the soundscape was a composition of relay clicks, soft announcements over hidden speakers, and the low background hush of filtered air. Here, everything was geometry and order: straight lines of yellow tape, grey doors numbered in institutional sans-serif, the mirrored wall running nearly the length of the corridor, reflecting the passage of every patient and staff member alike.

Today, the rota board stood at the far end, its grid updated to “Calibration Day,” Elias’s name now marked out with a fresh green sticker. Staff waited at intervals, tablets in hand, their gazes cool and analytic. Two donors lingered by the observation glass, conversing in low, unhurried tones; their presence a reminder that use and assessment were never truly private.

“U432,” announced the nurse at his side, voice pitched for the corridor microphones, “begin ribbon walk.”

She produced two satin ribbons—one blue, one white—placing each across the backs of his mittened hands. The challenge was as simple as it was humiliating: to walk the length of the corridor, hands outstretched, ribbon balanced, posture perfect, plug and nappy never shifting, eyes forward but never rising above the horizon set by his own reflection. Any tremor, any loss of balance, would be obvious, magnified by the mirrors and entered in the log.

Elias stepped forward. The first movement was tentative; the ribbons fluttered, almost slipping. He adjusted, focusing on the slow mechanics of his breath, the evenness of his stride. The plug’s weight shifted inside him with every step, a pulse of sensation that threatened to betray him, to summon a tremor in wrist or thigh. He held tighter, knuckles pressing against the lining of the mitts.

Mirrors reflected his every angle: the collar bright at his throat, the black tag crisp, the slight shine of sweat at his temple, the red at his cheekbones—whether from exertion, shame, or the heat of observation, it was impossible to say. He caught the shape of his own body in the glass: a figure arranged for obedience, every deviation a spectacle, every correction an event for the record.

Halfway down the corridor, a nurse called out: “Maintain. No deviation. Step to line.”

He adjusted, shifting his weight, knees spreading further to accommodate the nappy’s forced angle. The ribbons threatened to slide again—one blue edge fluttering perilously. For a moment, he wobbled, a tiny tremor running from elbow to palm. The nearest staff member entered a note on her tablet: “Minor tremor, left hand. U432—self-corrected. No drop.”

He continued, breath steadying, attention narrowing to the tight circuit of body and reflection. Behind the glass, one donor leaned in, murmuring something to his companion; the nurse, unperturbed, watched only the ribbons and the way the plug forced Elias’s hips forward, his gait made compliant by the shape of his restraint.

At the end of the corridor, another nurse stepped into view, holding a stopwatch and a fresh panel gag, still in its sterile wrap. “Pause. Await instruction.”

Elias stopped, hands still outstretched, ribbons trembling but intact. The stopwatch chimed; the nurse logged the time, then relieved him of the ribbons, checking each for sweat, for marks, for any sign of irregular handling.

“Gag presentation,” she intoned. Elias lowered his hands, presented his open mouth, and allowed her to fit the panel gag—a new one, bulkier than before, its edges pressing his lips apart, its interior panel settling over his tongue and teeth. Straps buckled tight, tagged, inspected for integrity.

The staff member read aloud for the corridor log: “U432: Ribbon walk complete. Two minor tremors. No drops. Gag presented without resistance. Plug: responsive. Posture delta: improved.”

She ticked the rota board, marking “Calibration: ↑” beside his name, a green symbol that meant little to anyone but the record. The glass panel caught the whole scene: the restraint, the correction, the logging, the momentary pride that was only allowed as data.

A pause. The nurse ordered him to the mirror, to stand and look, hands flat to his thighs, collar tag shining, posture perfect. He was told to smile—awkward, artificial, the shape of contentment for the archive. The nurse snapped a photo for the record.

No word of praise. No comfort. Only the ritual and its satisfaction—a series of micro-failures and improvements, rendered into numbers, passed into the Hall’s institutional memory.

He was returned to his suite in silence, the rota board still glowing, his calibration for the cycle now complete.

At the end of the corridor, the light sharpened as if the Hall itself wished to draw a circle around the next moment. A full-length mirror, edge-lit and gleaming, was fixed to the far wall—impossible to ignore, unavoidable in its completeness. It did not flatter. The glass was unyielding, clinical, a tool for both measurement and confession.

The nurse placed a gentle but insistent hand at the centre of Elias’s back, steering him forward so that his reflection swallowed the rest of the world. She pressed his shoulders down, guiding him to kneel on a square of soft, disinfected matting, knees splayed at the institutionally preferred angle, nappy on display. The plug’s unrelenting fullness shaped his posture, collar tag perfectly upright for the mirror’s gaze.

“Hands flat. Eyes on your own reflection,” she instructed.

He obeyed, flattening his mittened hands to his thighs, every muscle conscious of observation. The panel gag pressed against his jaw, the straps taut at the corners of his mouth, making every swallow an act of surrender.

The nurse moved just out of sight, her voice still a crisp thread in the air: “U432, utility posture for documentation. Hold and observe.”

Elias studied his own image: knees wide, thighs marked by the soft indent of the mat, nappy bulging and creased. The black tag at his throat was a flash of institutional order—his own name, erased and replaced, now a set of symbols to be shown and verified. The panel gag distorted his lower face, pulling his cheeks taut, saliva gathering at the edge and threatening to drip if he did not hold perfectly still.

He was made to look, not with shame alone but with a kind of enforced reverence—a ritual of self-recognition that had nothing to do with pride. There was no comfort in the reflection, only a tally of small humiliations: the damp at the corner of his mouth, the streak of sweat at his temple, the hollow at his chest where breath shivered with restraint. The mirror rendered every inch of him accurate, every failing public.

He tried to hold the institutional ideal—posture correct, expression emptied, silence made absolute by the gag—but some trace of old resistance shimmered in his chest, a tightness that would not quite become a sob. He did not move. He did not break posture. Instead, he let the collar and the plug and the Hall’s ritual do their work, reshaping his sense of self into the very image he was forced to behold.

From behind, the nurse’s tablet snapped a quiet photo, the sound a minor punctuation in the ritual. “Utility documentation: complete. U432 compliant. Posture: correct. Emotional state: baseline.”

She paused.

“Smile for the log.”

Elias’s jaw ached with the effort, but he obeyed—pulling his lips against the gag’s resistance, baring his teeth in a half-muzzled grimace. The mirror showed the distortion for what it was: the smile of obedience, not pleasure; the expression of a man arranged, not a man invited.

“Hold.” The nurse waited another heartbeat, the camera logging every angle, every bead of sweat. He felt the smile falter, but the panel gag held it in place, artificial and complete.

In the mirror, he did not see defiance or hope. He saw a specimen, catalogued and correct. The ritual was not about breaking him—it was about recording that he had already been made into what the Hall required.

Finally, the nurse’s hand touched his shoulder—not a gesture of comfort, but a cue. “Release posture. Calibration concluded.”

Elias let his head drop, eyes closing for a breath, collar tag swinging once. The mirror stayed bright, reflecting only the empty square of mat and the line of institutional light that never flickered.

The light in the corridor dimmed by a fraction, signalling the end of the calibration window, but nothing in the Hall was ever hurried. Elias remained kneeling on the mat, posture released but not relaxed, hands still mittened, the collar tag settling gently against his sternum with each slow breath. For a moment, the world was narrowed to the faint tang of disinfectant, the cool pressure of the panel gag across his mouth, the low hum of distant monitors ticking over to a new cycle.

The nurse moved quietly behind him, her shoes whispering on vinyl. With a stylus, she tapped the rota board mounted on the wall, the sound sharp and ceremonial. “Calibration: ↑. Compliance verified.” The green tick next to his name was drawn with clinical flourish—a notation that signalled, for the record and for the future, that utility had improved. It was the Hall’s only form of praise.

Elias was helped to his feet, the nurse’s grip firm beneath his elbow, never more familiar than was strictly necessary. She checked his posture one final time, smoothing the line of his tunic, tightening the collar so the tag lay perfectly flat for any passing observer.

“Return to suite,” she instructed, her voice a soft command.

He was led down the corridor, each step measured, the nappy crinkling, the plug a silent presence within. As he passed the rota board, he glanced sidelong—one last look at the green tick, at his own ID squared in institutional order, at the other names and colours that marked the endless cycle of observation and use.

The corridor felt colder now, emptier for having been the site of so much scrutiny. The mirrored walls no longer reflected anything but the ritual itself: a man returning to his small, circumscribed world, reduced again to function and compliance.

Back at his suite, the door opened with its usual hiss. The nurse unhooked the leash, guiding him into the padded silence, and stepped back without another word. The panel gag remained, the plug too; both served as reminders that the calibration was not the end, only the renewal of the Hall’s claim.

The door closed with a soft relay click, sealing him in. The rota board, visible through the tiny window, now displayed his name with a fresh green tick and the note “Use Day: Pending.” The lights above dimmed in a final, formal benediction.

Elias stood in the centre of the room for a long moment, feeling the afterimage of the mirror on his skin, the echo of ritual in the dull ache of his jaw and the secret pulse of humiliation in his chest. There was relief in having finished—relief that was indistinguishable from emptiness, relief that belonged as much to the Hall as to himself.

He knelt, at last, on the padded floor, head bowed, posture correct, as the new cycle turned without him.


Chapter 5: Intimacy Denied

The demonstration suite was already lit when they brought Elias through the service doors. Light pooled in a harsh ellipse at the room’s centre, pushing every other detail into a theatre of shadow and glass. The only real warmth came from the pale vinyl beneath his feet and the silent heat of eyes—donor, staff, institutional—watching from rows behind the one-way glass. He felt their attention as a pressure at the base of his skull, more physical than sound.

He walked at the nurse’s pace, leash tight to the ring at his collar, each step made strange and graceless by the bulk of the nappy and the shifting pressure of the plug. His tunic had been removed before the outer corridor; he wore only the absorbent white, collar, mitts, and the regulation tag—U432, stark and final against his chest. At his sides, hands vanished in padded mitts, swinging with the careful constraint of someone trying not to remember what fingers are for.

At the centre of the room, two low plinths waited, upholstered in medical grey. Elias was guided toward the one on the left. To his right, Isla was already in place, led by a separate team: posture upright, knees pressed to the foam, hands visible and cuffed in white leather, her own nappy and collar immaculate, tag reading F301. Her presence was a kind of relief and a new humiliation—intimacy by proximity, carefully stripped of all comfort.

“Mount,” the nurse instructed, voice barely louder than a breath. Elias climbed onto the plinth, the surface gently sloping to tip his hips forward, nappy taut, thighs forced slightly apart. A second nurse steadied him at the elbow, then strapped his knees and ankles with two broad bands of webbing, each one buckled tight enough to eliminate all movement but not tight enough to be called harsh. His arms were positioned by his sides, mitts resting flat on the plinth, then secured with a slim belt over the forearms.

The plinths were set just inches apart; when Elias turned his head, he could have brushed his forehead to Isla’s shoulder had the posture allowed. Instead, the restraints kept his back straight, chin forward, and gaze anchored low.

The audience was present in small ways: the flick of a stylus on glass, the whispered instruction from a nurse to a donor, the shuffle of feet as people took their places. Somewhere above, the rota board was being updated; a green light flickered as IDs were entered, session code assigned.

Nurse Vika stepped into the circle of light, her voice crisp for the log: “Staged proximity. F301 and U432 present, collared, plugged, nappy checked, posture correct.” She walked the perimeter, pausing to tug the tape measure across Elias’s knees, then Isla’s, making notes on a digital slate.

Both patients’ nappies were briefly checked for status. “U432: damp. F301: dry. Skin marks: none. Emotional baseline—within limits.” Each detail was spoken aloud, recorded by the observation mic.

Vika’s commands were ritual, the room falling further into quiet as she spoke: “Hold. Eyes low. No vocalisation. No anticipation.”

Lights brightened a fraction. The space between Elias and Isla felt newly charged, as if the distance itself had become another instrument of the Hall’s appetite for control. He could feel Isla’s breath, the faint shift of air as her posture steadied beside him. He did not dare look up.

The demonstration had not yet begun, but already, every aspect of his body—his posture, exposure, restraint—was owned by the institution, marked and made ready for data and drama both.

Nurse Vika moved between the plinths, her footsteps hushed by the soft vinyl. She surveyed both patients, checking straps and posture one final time. The bright spill of overhead light left no margin for ambiguity; every inch of skin, every line of restraint, every tremor or failure would be unmissable.

She addressed the audience, voice carrying with clinical assurance. “Demonstration protocol: paired denial in proximity. Subjects F301 and U432 will remain under restraint. Arousal cues will be administered. Neither is permitted to touch or speak. Compliance will be measured, logged, and scored.”

There was a faint click as another nurse activated the remote at Isla’s hip, the buzz almost inaudible in the wide room. Elias heard, rather than saw, Isla’s breath catch—a single tremor that travelled through the air, almost more imagined than real. At the same moment, the plug within Elias began to pulse: a low, rolling vibration, designed less for pleasure than for the slow undoing of composure. He felt his jaw tighten around the panel gag, the urge to shudder racing from tailbone to scalp.

The audience’s silence was the loudest thing in the room. From the back, the gentle tapping of tablets as donors logged early observations—timing, posture, muscle tension, visible leak. Staff in the wings watched the monitors, scrolling through biometric readings: pulse, temperature, the humid line of sweat already forming at Elias’s brow.

“Hold,” Vika intoned.

A nurse ran a gloved finger across Isla’s knee, checking for tension, then repeated the gesture over Elias’s. Both were forbidden to flinch, to acknowledge. The proximity was intimate in its cruelty: two bodies poised for contact, denied even the mercy of touch.

The stimulation increased in waves—plug, then remote, then a brief flick of a clamp for Isla, the sound sharp and exact. The only movement permitted was the rise and fall of their chests, forced into slow synchrony by the ritual of observation. Elias felt the pressure building—his hips straining faintly against the plinth’s angle, sweat beading in the crease of his neck, the nappy growing warmer and heavier with every pulse.

“F301: posture steady. U432: minor tremor, right thigh,” the nurse recorded aloud. The data echoed from the observation speakers, making his failure both institutional and inescapably public.

Donors were prompted by their tablets to rate composure, stillness, the “virtue of refusal.” The scoring was abstract but the humiliation was not—every second of trembling, every sign of leaking, was magnified by the calm certainty of documentation.

A nurse adjusted the plug’s remote, pressing the intensity higher, and Elias felt his eyes blur, jaw aching as he held himself rigid. He could smell Isla’s skin, a trace of soap and the barest tang of sweat, and the longing for comfort became sharper than the need for release. He heard the soft sound of her exhale—a note of composure that made his own failure more acute.

The ritual was never rushed. The nurse’s instructions came at slow intervals, each one a test of what could be endured. “Increase stimulation. Maintain. Eyes low.” The metrics continued to scroll: “U432: damp, visible leak; F301: posture maintained.”

For every minute of endurance, the room’s gaze felt heavier. Elias was no longer certain whether his own arousal or his need to succeed for the record was the greater torment. All that was left was the steady, humiliating beat of the plug, the relentless public discipline of stillness, and the knowledge that his failure was, here, his only form of expression.

The nurse logged another note: “Both subjects: denied. No climax. Compliance maintained.” The data was entered with the same care as any medical record—a ritual in its own right, made of numbers, restraint, and shame.

The demonstration drew out, seconds stretching thin as silk beneath the harsh geometry of the lights. Each pulse of the plug in Elias’s body, each new wave of vibration beneath Isla’s tunic, layered heat upon humiliation—sensation rising with no hope of relief. Sweat beaded at his temples, the collar heavy on his throat, the panel gag demanding stillness when all he wanted was to cry out.

Nurse Vika circled, eyes fixed on posture and metrics. Her calm was absolute; her focus belonged not to the bodies themselves but to the numbers that described them. “Increase intensity,” she directed, the order mirrored in the faint beep as the nurse at Isla’s side turned the remote dial, the hum rising by a notch.

A screen at the side of the room displayed the rolling data:

Pulse: F301 — 92; U432 — 104

Leak detected: U432

Muscle tension: F301 — within limits; U432 — elevated

Posture: F301 — steady; U432 — corrected

“F301: composure maintained,” Vika recited for the log. Her tone held a chill, ritual praise. “U432: involuntary leak during arousal; restraint maintained. Noted for protocol revision.” She knelt between the plinths, gloved hand hovering in the narrow gap. “Contact check.”

The room went quieter still. The nurse’s fingers ran between their knees, making a show of measuring the distance—her hand close enough that Elias could feel the warmth, but never the touch. Isla did not move. Elias forced himself not to. Any slip now would be spectacle.

“Both: correct. No breach.”

Her stylus tapped the slate; the data ticked over.

Every minute, the staff repeated the test: plug and remote cycled higher, pulses of intensity interrupted only by the demand for perfect stillness. Isla’s name was invoked again and again: “F301: steady. F301: minimal tremor, endurance improved. Privilege: pending.” Each word, clean and public, was entered for the log and for the benefit of the donors, whose tablets now displayed a comparative graph.

Elias’s own failings were named but never scolded—each leak, each shake, each shift of hips a line in the dataset. “U432: posture drift, right hip. U432: dampness increased.” He could not meet Isla’s eyes, even in the brief moments when her breath faltered and a shiver ran through her, subtle as a sigh. His own arousal, his own discipline, were always already measured against hers.

The pressure mounted—physical, emotional, institutional. No climax, no reprieve, only the growing ache and the knowledge that every micro-failure added to his record was another reason for the staff to tighten, adjust, revise his protocol in the future. The only thing that mattered was endurance—his, and Isla’s, but her endurance would be rewarded, and his would only be documented.

At the climax of the sequence, the nurse increased both remotes to their maximum setting for a full, excruciating minute, standing silent while both patients strained not to move. Sweat rolled down Elias’s chest, pooling in the hollows where restraint and posture shaped his body. His vision blurred at the edges, every muscle screaming for permission to collapse.

The settings clicked off. “Denial enforced. No climax. Both compliant,” Vika pronounced, voice echoing off the glass. Isla was praised again, Elias’s composure merely logged: numbers and posture, both now written into the Hall’s endless ledger.

The air felt thin, sharp with the scent of sweat and antiseptic. The only mercy was the brief silence between the nurse’s commands, a silence that was not comfort but simply the absence of instruction.

When the nurse finally stepped back, the sense of pressure did not abate. The silence of the room thickened, broken only by the click of a stylus as Nurse Vika made a final note on her tablet. For a moment, neither patient was spoken to; both were left kneeling, sweat cooling on their skin, the aftermath of denied sensation lingering in every limb.

Vika turned to Isla first. The attention itself was a privilege—a mark of favour that felt like warmth in the chill of the lights. “F301: privilege earned,” she said, tone as even as the air. Another nurse appeared at Isla’s side, offering a small, clear cup of water, the rim pressed to her lips with a quiet, practiced tenderness. Isla’s throat worked delicately as she drank, eyes low, posture never broken. The nurse wiped her brow with a folded cloth, dabbing away the beads of sweat, then drew the tunic over Isla’s shoulders, restoring a sliver of comfort and dignity.

Elias remained untouched. His own mouth was dry, jaw aching from the panel gag, sweat trickling down his spine and pooling at the small of his back beneath the nappy’s swollen bulk. He could smell the stale warmth of his own skin, the sharp antiseptic of the plinth’s padding, the faint, humiliating musk that lingered after arousal denied. No cloth was offered to his brow. No cup came to his lips. The air above his skin cooled, and the dampness at his hips grew heavier and more uncomfortable as it was ignored.

Nurse Vika made another note—her words as indifferent as the brush of a finger on glass: “U432: comfort withheld as part of protocol. Compliance noted. No intervention.”

Isla’s privilege was not extravagant. It was a simple, ceremonial kindness, witnessed and entered into the record for donors to score. But the act of omission—the public, unremarked withholding of even the most basic care—was its own punishment, sharper than any reprimand.

The donors were prompted to submit their final scores: “F301: composure, privilege earned. U432: denied comfort, compliance maintained.” The data scrolled across the display, quietly reinforcing the contrast, locking in the outcome as an institutional truth.

Elias remained perfectly still, every muscle taught to silence, gaze fixed on the seam where the plinth met the floor. In that moment, reward and denial became indistinguishable—both institutional, both absolute.

As the session drew to a close, the nurse at the control panel stepped forward and gave a subtle nod. Overhead, the stage lights faded from their harsh white to a softer, more diffuse glow. The air in the demonstration suite changed: what had been clinical now felt almost like aftermath, a hush threaded through with the quiet shifting of bodies in the gallery and the sound of notes being entered, observations collated, verdicts sealed.

A final ritual was announced for the record: “Refresh protocol—conclusion of denial demonstration. F301 and U432 to remain in place.” The phrase had the ring of something institutional, an echo of care that was, in truth, nothing but choreography.

A nurse approached, carrying a flexible hose attached to a small tank—clear water, chilled to the same indifferent temperature as the Hall’s air. She passed the nozzle slowly over both Isla and Elias, directing a fine mist across exposed skin and the fronts of their nappies, each droplet settling like evidence. The spray stung at first—cold against sweat, the scent of disinfectant sharpened anew.

Isla’s eyes fluttered shut as the water touched her brow. The nurse dried her gently with a folded cloth, mopping the droplets from her cheeks and chest. Her tunic was drawn forward again, sheltering her from the air. “F301: refreshed, privilege maintained,” was logged aloud.

Elias received the same mist, but no drying touch followed. The water clung to his skin and trickled beneath the nappy, cooling into the cotton until the dampness was clammy and absolute. His teeth chattered behind the gag; a tremor ran the length of his spine. The room felt wider, emptier—the institutional kindness only ever a gesture for the record.

The nurse moved on without pause. Elias was left to shiver, hair slicked down, jaw aching, body made small by the weight of restraint and cold. The final observations were entered: “U432: refresh complete, comfort withheld. Plug maintained. Session concluded.”

Donors watched in silence, their verdicts already entered, their eyes already moving on to the next patient or the next protocol. The staff moved with unbroken efficiency, preparing for the next use of the stage, the next cycle of observation.

For a final moment, Elias was left kneeling, soaked and silent, the plinth beneath him radiating his body’s chill back up into his skin. The Hall had logged everything—every tremor, every leak, every failure and every virtue by omission. The coldness belonged to the institution as much as it did to him.

The demonstration was over, but the ritual of release was never hurried. The lights above the stage dimmed another increment, focusing now only on the twin plinths at the centre, as if to trap the last of the heat and humiliation in a circle of pale gold.

Nurse Vika moved to Isla first, her gestures gentle but unsentimental. She unfastened the straps at Isla’s ankles and wrists, guiding her carefully from the plinth. Isla’s tunic was arranged over her shoulders, the collar and tag checked one final time. With a soft word of permission, she was led from the light, footsteps receding along the vinyl, the soft creak of the stage echoing her passage. As she left, the staff gave a small, professional nod—acknowledgment of composure, not affection.

Elias remained. His own straps were untouched, his posture held by both habit and design. The cold from the mist settled deeper, mingling with the fatigue in his limbs, the ache of denied release, and the long, slow pulse of the plug still held firm within him. The audience beyond the glass had already begun to rise, some exchanging notes, others flicking through data on their tablets, their interest shifting as easily as the rota board’s pin.

He waited—kneeling, soaked, silent—as the nurse circled him at a measured pace. Each strap was unbuckled in sequence: ankles, knees, then the webbing at his forearms. The nurse paused to wipe down the plinth, her hands efficient, her eyes never meeting his. Only when the stage was reset, order restored, did she offer a clipped “stand.”

Elias rose on unsteady legs. His nappy sagged, cold and swollen, clinging to his hips with the weight of both use and neglect. His hands, still mittened, hung by his sides as the leash was reattached to his collar. No words were spoken; there was no need. His obedience had already been scored and sealed.

He was led from the stage, the ring at his collar clicking quietly with each step. As he left the circle of light, he glanced once to the side—saw Isla, now restored and wrapped in her tunic, standing with a nurse at the edge of the ward. Their eyes did not meet. The ritual made sure of that.

Behind him, the rota board was updated with a brisk motion, a staff member moving Elias’s ID pin from “Demonstration” to “Denied/Compliant.” The board chirped softly, confirming the new status, the sound flat and final. Above the corridor, the session’s summary flickered into place—each detail now archived, each moment of shame and obedience made permanent in the Hall’s memory.

Elias was led away without ceremony, the lights of the demonstration suite already shifting for the next use, the institution ready to begin the ritual anew.


Interlude II: Custodian

The portal’s glow was the only light left in the office, washing Sabine’s hands in pale blue as she scrolled through the compliance dashboard. It was past eight, she guessed, though the hour mattered less than the hush it imposed on Harrowick Hall. Beyond the plate-glass window, the city’s lights burned cold and remote, streaked with rain, the shimmer of passing cars on wet tarmac rising and falling in steady, indifferent rhythm. Inside, the air was close with the scents of paper, toner, and the faint echo of her own perfume, dried now to the memory of rose and something darker, older.

Sabine sat perfectly upright at her desk, sleeves of her shirt rolled to the elbow, the silk rippling with each movement of her wrist. She worked without hurry, reviewing the day’s records as if they belonged not to people but to the clean lines of a ledger. Each chart—a spike here, a plateau there—was translated, almost unconsciously, into a judgment about procedure, about outcome, about whether the Hall’s logic was being followed to the letter.

Elias existed now as a strip of live data in the lower left quadrant of her main monitor: U432 / Compliance Stream / Utility Tier. His vital stats flickered from green to amber, never red; pulse, posture, drool rate, leak detection, arousal spike, denial cycle—all rendered as numbers, charts, and micro-clips, each tagged by time and by the name of the nurse who had logged them. There was a thumbnail video of today’s demonstration: two plinths, two restrained bodies, the flash of his collar tag, the clinical report scrolling in a side window. Sabine let it play in silence, glancing at the blue-lit strip of the progress bar, the faint red tick that marked the moment of recorded leak, the timestamp for denial enforced. She watched without watching, the image never rising from data to emotion.

Her own reflection in the glass was indistinct, blurred by rain on the window and the gentle glare of the screen. She preferred it that way. A reflection should not be a mirror, not when the night pressed so close.

A ping in the upper-right corner of the portal marked a new donor comment. Sabine opened it, eyes flicking across the language—compliance maintained, exposure improved, U432’s composure at protocol; suggestion: more public denial—and archived it with a single keystroke. She made a note to thank the donor, later, in language both grateful and faintly impersonal. There was no intimacy in these exchanges, only the expectation of continuity.

Her gaze shifted back to the compliance log. Nurse Vika’s notes were immaculate:

Session: Intimacy Denied

F301: privilege, water. U432: comfort withheld, compliance maintained.

Each detail was entered, checked, cross-referenced. There was a clinical beauty to it, the way the data composed itself into narrative without the need for story or sentiment. Each omission, each denied comfort, each instance of unremarked arousal or leak, became a stitch in the pattern, confirming what Sabine already knew—he thrived in denial, if thriving was the word for what was left of him.

She moved to the next tab: Policy Notes. The page opened with a brief delay, the Hall’s security protocols humming in the background. Her own authorisation code flashed at the top, her title cold in its precision: External Partner – Custodial Rights (Tier 3A – Utility). She scrolled through the most recent entries, reviewing previous instructions—“Suspend partner audio,” “Revoke private privileges,” “Increase public protocol exposure.” Each one had been obeyed without comment. The smoothness of the chain was a pleasure in itself.

Sabine clicked into the staff messaging interface, her fingers resting a moment on the home row before she began. The language came quickly, clipped and declarative, as if the instructions had existed always and were only waiting for her to transmit them:

To: Ward Leads, Nurse Supervisors

Re: U432 – Utility Protocol Adjustment

Keep him U-Tier.

No release privileges.

Increase visibility; reduce hope.

She paused, considering the phrase. It was enough—a triad, efficient and unambiguous. She attached the latest compliance chart, highlighting the improvement in arousal control and the reduction in unauthorised movement since the institution of the blackout. She scrolled down, selecting a recent comment from the head of the compliance team: U432 demonstrates higher correction speed under neutral protocol. Emotional volatility reduced; shame-arousal equilibrium stable.

Satisfied, she added a final line—this one directed to the head nurse, and marked for visible inclusion on the next rota cycle:

Indifference must be observable.

She let the phrase sit, cursor blinking at the end, the sentence as unadorned as a verdict. In the quiet, the meaning deepened: the staff would know, would ensure that Elias was not only denied comfort but denied even the hope of comfort, and that this denial would itself be a matter of public record. No small, unmarked kindnesses; no glances, no words, no touches permitted except those required by procedure.

She pinned the note to the top of the protocol list, clicked Archive, and watched the interface confirm the change: Policy updated. Notification sent.

A new report arrived: a summary of biometric data from the latest session. Pulse, arousal, facial micro-expressions, all compiled and rendered into a line graph. Sabine watched the spike of anticipation, the brief plateau as denial set in, the gentle curve as compliance reasserted itself. She saw the metric for gratitude behaviour—present, minimal; the line for distress—absent. She made a mental note: the system worked. The Hall needed neither cruelty nor affection, only procedure, only data, only the clean, totality of control.

For a moment, Sabine’s hand hovered over her mouse. She considered opening Elias’s private suite feed—his live camera, currently set to silent, night mode. She imagined what she would see: the faint blue of filtered air, the square of matting, the shape of his body folded in posture, the tag at his collar catching what little light remained. She thought, too, of his eyes—how they might flicker toward the door at some imagined sound, or else remain steady, gazing at nothing, gaze emptied of expectation.

She did not open the feed. She did not even permit herself the small self-indulgence of his image, not tonight. Instead, she turned back to the portal, reviewing the rota one last time. Tomorrow’s cycle was already set—public denial, calibration walk, no comfort offered, his ID highlighted for use as an example. Sabine added a reminder to herself: donor communication, policy update, review compliance for escalation or reduction. She entered it, archived the note, and closed the page.

The cursor blinked in the empty field. She let it pulse, listening to the soft hush of the city, the slow tick of the office’s old clock, the faint mechanical whirr of the building’s ventilation. The act of omission became, in this moment, the clearest form of authority. Not what she did, but what she chose not to do. Not the comfort withheld, but the hope denied.

At last, she leaned back, folding her hands in her lap. The glow of the monitor washed her profile, turning her eyes to glass. She studied her own reflection, blurred and distant, and allowed herself one breath of satisfaction—not pleasure, exactly, but the smoothness of procedure, the perfection of distance. She thought of Elias only as a name and a file, his personhood already blurred into the cool geometry of her control.

She shut the portal with a single keystroke, the monitors fading to black in sequence, the city outside reasserting its presence in the glass. For a moment, she remained seated, hands motionless, gaze on the world below—cars threading the rain, streetlights painting the pavements gold and grey, life unspooling itself without urgency.

Sabine stood, smoothing her sleeves, gathering her hair into a quick knot at the base of her skull. She left her desk in perfect order—no papers out of place, no evidence of the night’s decisions but the echo of her own instructions in the system’s memory. She crossed to the window, standing with her arms folded, posture unyielding. She let herself watch the city a minute longer, feeling the cool pane against her palm, knowing she had made herself as distant as the glass.

When she turned away, she carried only the certainty that everything she intended would unfold exactly as she’d decided: not with cruelty, not with affection, but with the cold, erotic finality of indifference, made protocol.


Chapter 6: Utility Rota

The day began before the lights. Elias woke to the cold pressure of a gloved hand at his collar, the brush of institutional cotton as the nurse checked the ID tag. The air tasted of sleep and disinfectant, the filtered silence broken only by the faint tick of the rota board from the corridor beyond his door. He lay still, the bulk of his nappy pressing into his hips, plug a silent ache deep inside, mouth dry around the panel gag that had been fitted the night before. There was a moment—no more than a second—when he hung between sleep and function, not yet summoned into the ritual of obedience.

“Up,” came the command, crisp and unemotional.

Elias rolled from the mat to his knees, posture correcting itself by habit. The nurse adjusted the collar, checking the tag—“U432, Utility”—and gave a final tug to ensure the fit was perfect for the day’s surveillance. The gag remained; he was not permitted speech, not this morning. His hands, still mittened, came to rest on his thighs as she unclipped the leash from the wall and attached it to his collar.

They walked the short corridor, lights still half-dimmed for the early rota. The rest of the ward was quiet—other suites closed, the soft hush of sleep, only the faintest shuffle from within. At the end of the hall, the main rota board glowed, its glass surface etched with lines of names, times, colour-coded pins. Staff clustered nearby in twos and threes, murmuring over digital slates, sipping coffee, reviewing the first wave of notes for the day. No one looked at Elias as a person. He was a process, a fixture, another moving part in the Hall’s machinery.

The nurse led him to the front of the board. The space here was always busier, more public: orderlies hurrying past with linens, trainees consulting the digital rota, a supervisor already recording notes. The board itself dominated the wall—an array of coloured magnets, each denoting function, each slot marking who would be used, observed, or set aside. Elias’s pin—yellow for Utility—was still fixed under “Suite,” a small, nearly anonymous signifier that somewhere, someone was waiting to be used.

Without ceremony, the nurse reached for his pin, slid it across the board, and set it firmly into “Utility Use.” The mechanical click was loud, final—a sound that marked the start of a day not of possibility, but of deployment. His name was never spoken. Instead, the nurse called out, clear and formal, for the rota log: “U432. Present. Utility slot engaged.”

Across the board, another pin shifted—someone else moved from “Rest” to “Demonstration,” another from “Observation” to “Medical.” The choreography was impersonal, the rhythm of the Hall’s appetite. Elias stood, hands at his sides, head lowered. He felt the gaze of staff and trainees pass over him, registering only his tag and posture. No one addressed him by name. No one even looked long enough to meet his eyes.

The ritual was efficient: tag checked, posture logged, rota updated. Each small detail was witnessed and archived, every step of obedience counted, but never named. There was a comfort in the anonymity, and a sting in its totality.

The nurse led him from the board without further instruction, guiding him down the corridor toward his first use of the day. The air was already busier—staff assembling, lights brightening, the day’s machinery gathering pace. Elias moved through it all as “U432,” the body and mind of the Hall’s utility—present, correct, and emptied of every word but compliance.

The feeding station was already occupied when Elias arrived, his leash handed off with a practiced gesture from nurse to nurse, no words exchanged beyond his ID. “U432,” one intoned, marking the rota tablet. The air in the small bay was thick with the scent of oats, sterilising fluid, and the faint, waxy undertone of overwashed plastic. Bright lights pooled over the row of feeding chairs, each one designed for exposure rather than comfort—arms spread, hips tilted, straps at chest and thighs for optimal observation.

A half-circle of trainees and junior staff had assembled, clipboards in hand, eyes expectant but not curious. Elias was guided to the centre chair, mitts removed but wrists still cuffed, and eased down so that the nappy’s bulk pressed against the plastic cushion. The chair’s arms were drawn up and over his forearms, cuffs locking him in place, knees splayed wide by the design of the seat. A new nurse approached, gloves snapping into place, her badge flashing as she checked his tag once more. “U432, utility posture,” she confirmed, entering the code into the training log.

She reached for his gag, unbuckling it with deft, impersonal hands. The relief of having his jaw freed was short-lived; the nurse cupped his chin, thumb at the hinge, inspecting the slackness of his mouth for the group. “Observe: compliant jaw. No resistance. Patient maintains open posture on cue.” Her words were meant for the trainees, but Elias felt them as a verdict.

The feeding itself was slow, public, and measured. A spoon—warmed, never sharp—was pressed to his lips. “Swallow,” the nurse directed. He obeyed, pulse fluttering as the cool mush slipped down his throat. “Again.” Another spoonful. The rhythm was set by her, each mouthful a demonstration of control. She wiped the corners of his lips with a square of sterile gauze, then paused to show the spoon to the trainees. “Note the absence of resistance. Minimal dribble. Mouth opens on command, no need for correction.”

A trainee was called forward. “You will count the chews.” She guided his jaw gently, encouraging the movement, then entered the number—seven—on her clipboard. Another made notes on his swallowing reflex, another checked the fit of the feeding restraint, making minute adjustments to the straps.

Throughout, no one spoke to Elias. There was only his ID, his body, and the clinical interest of observation. He stared at a spot on the far wall, letting the sensations blur: the taste of oat and artificial sweetener, the faintly greasy aftertaste of hospital food, the soft pressure of the nappy against his hips, the chill of air on his damp thighs.

When the feeding was nearly done, the nurse checked his mouth again, shining a light to confirm he had swallowed. She logged the result: “U432—intake complete. No resistance. No unauthorised movement. Dribble: minimal.”

The trainees logged their findings, murmuring observations as they filed away their notes. The nurse reapplied the panel gag, buckling it in place, ensuring his silence was restored before releasing the restraints. No eye contact, no words of comfort, only the efficient click of cuffs and the data entered in real time.

Elias was helped from the chair, mitts reapplied. The leash clipped once more to his collar, he was led from the bay. Behind him, the feeding station was reset for the next subject, the trainees already preparing for their next demonstration, his use already converted into record, routine, and data.

The next stop was the training bay, its floor swept clean, walls tiled in institutional blue, a semicircle of observers already gathered as Elias was led in. The rota board glowed at the edge of vision, patient codes flickering in sequence. At the centre, a padded table awaited—low enough to be climbed without struggle, high enough that every observer had a clear, unobstructed view. The air was heavy with the sweet-sharp bite of antiseptic and the faint, lingering musk of bodies kept for too long in restraint.

The nurse who met him here was new to him—her hair tightly coiled beneath a white cap, her badge marked “Educator.” She greeted the group, not Elias. “Today’s demonstration: Utility patient, U432, nappy inspection and replacement. Observe skin integrity, leak event tally, and compliance during exposure.” Her tone was clipped, her gaze already on the routine rather than the body.

Elias was guided onto the table, mitts removed, arms arranged by his sides. He was instructed to lie back, knees drawn up, ankles secured in foam stirrups so that the nappy was entirely accessible. Bright, cool lights illuminated every detail—no corner to hide in, no room for modesty. He stared up at the ceiling tiles, counting the faint, repeating pattern of cracks as the procedure began.

The Educator explained each step for the benefit of the group. “First, check for soiling. Note: dampness is expected at this hour. Observe closure tabs, swelling at hip and groin, odour profile.” She peeled back the tapes on the nappy, pulling the plastic down to expose his hips and groin. Cold air met damp skin; he felt a shiver rise, unable to move, unable to conceal himself. The group leaned forward, clipboards poised.

A trainee was summoned to note the state: “No soiling, moderate damp. U432: compliant. Plug: secured. Skin, upper thighs: faint erythema, no breakdown.”

The Educator passed a gloved hand over the exposed skin, prodding gently, lifting the nappy to show the group the degree of saturation. “Leak event recorded earlier during feeding. All patients in Utility protocol should be observed for cumulative swelling. Tally: one event since last change.”

Another trainee inspected the fit of the waistband, recording circumference and residual marks on skin. The Educator pointed out the trace of a pressure line from the plug’s base. “This is normal for the protocol. Note any redness exceeding a quarter inch for escalation.”

A nurse snapped a photograph for the file. No comment was made about privacy, or dignity; the demonstration was pure data, unembellished.

“Prepare a fresh nappy,” the Educator instructed. The soiled garment was removed, folded, weighed on a small digital scale. The number—174 grams—was read aloud and entered into the rota board’s daily stats. The new nappy was unfolded, powder applied with mechanical detachment, and Elias’s hips were lifted, positioned, and sealed in fresh plastic with a practised, impersonal care.

As the last tape was secured, the Educator recited the summary: “U432—no soiling, damp, skin intact. Plug unadjusted. Compliance perfect. Exposure complete.”

Elias was released from the stirrups, mitts reapplied, collar checked. The trainees filed away, murmuring their notes, some glancing back as the Educator entered the results on the rota: every detail, every moment of exposure, captured for the institutional memory. He was led from the bay, the chill of the new nappy against his skin, the data of his humiliation already converted into numbers and practice for the next cycle.

The practice bay was alive with the energy of new staff—voices low, hands restless, the air vibrating with nervous anticipation beneath the rigid hush of authority. Here, the institutional lights seemed brighter, the smell of fresh vinyl and powdered latex overpowering, the temperature kept just cool enough to discourage drowsiness. The main attraction was a demonstration bed, its surface divided by yellow tape, restraint points gleaming in rows at hip, thigh, wrist, and ankle. A tray of cuffs, belts, posture blocks, and spare mitts sat nearby, every item arranged for easy access.

Elias was led to the edge of the bed, his leash handed off to a nurse-trainer. “U432, mount. Standard demo.” The command was given as one might cue a machine. He climbed up, moving as he’d been conditioned, posture correct, mitts extended for display. The nurse drew his arms up above his head, locking his wrists to the overhead points. Another adjusted his hips, rolling him to one side for inspection, then back again, ensuring the nappy’s bulk didn’t interfere with the fit of the thigh restraints.

The trainees gathered close, some with tablets, others jotting notes in the small institutional notebooks distributed at induction. The trainer’s voice was clear, cutting through the scattered whispers. “Observe: U432 presents zero resistance. Posture must be checked at each joint—no slack, no pinching. If a patient anticipates, note it as a protocol deviation.”

A young trainee approached, hesitated, then fumbled with the buckle at Elias’s left wrist. The strap was too loose. The trainer corrected her, guiding her hands with patience, tightening the restraint to the required snugness. “You see? If it shifts, they will move. Protocol requires every restraint to be checked twice.” Elias felt each adjustment as a series of small, impersonal tugs—a body handled, not touched.

Another staff member fitted posture blocks beneath his knees and ankles, aligning his limbs to the diagram on the wall. “If there is any hesitation, you must log it. Anticipation or flinching means the protocol isn’t being fully absorbed.” Elias’s hips ached from being rotated, the nappy chafing where his skin was most sensitive, but he did not move or make a sound. He watched the ceiling, counting panels, the drone of instruction washing over him.

Each new pair of hands tried their skill: one fastening a belt across his chest, another correcting the angle of his head so the collar tag was clearly visible for the observation camera. When a trainee pulled the gag’s strap too tight, the trainer intervened, loosening it and explaining, “Compliant, not cruel. The seal should be total, but not punitive.” The room nodded, tablets clicking as observations were entered: “U432: posture correct. No resistance. Correction needed at left shoulder. Anticipation: nil.”

Time lost meaning—minutes marked only by the sequence of instructions, the feel of buckles, the monotone of procedural explanation. The nurse-trainer walked the room, encouraging each staff member to check their own work, to call out errors and adjustments, to correct one another in the language of compliance. For Elias, the demonstration was a choreography of hands, straps, and numbers. No one addressed him directly. No one thanked him or acknowledged his endurance.

Occasionally, a hand steadied his jaw, or lifted his head, or brushed a stray lock of hair from his face. These gestures were never intimate; they were simply extensions of protocol, extensions of the Hall’s will. Each action was logged—every minor hesitation, every perfect presentation, every small, silent tremor.

At last, the demonstration was declared complete. The straps were unbuckled, posture blocks removed, mitts reapplied. The trainer recited the closing log: “U432: restraint protocol observed by all. No deviations of note. Compliance window sustained.” Elias was helped down, his joints stiff, skin marked with faint, transient lines from the belts.

The trainees dispersed, voices low as they reviewed their notes, the trainer logging each name, each error, each small success. Elias stood at the edge of the bed, posture correct, leash clipped, and waited—ready for the last ritual of the day, as invisible and useful as any other piece of apparatus in the Hall.

The corridors of the ward had quieted, the day’s traffic giving way to a deeper institutional hush. Staff moved in ones and twos, their footsteps soft against the vinyl, their hands busy with checklists and rota updates. Overhead, the lighting shifted to evening mode—a cooler blue, less forgiving, casting every edge in sharper relief. The air held the faint residue of cleaning fluid, recycled through unseen vents, settling into the weave of Elias’s tunic and the padding of his nappy.

He was led, leash loose at his collar, back to the main rota board. Here, the day’s choreography was reversed, each patient’s and staff member’s pin moved into new slots by supervisors consulting their tablets. The board was bright, glassy, alive with movement: names slid from “Utility Use” back to “Suite,” “Observation” to “Rest,” all rearranged with the same impersonal logic that had governed the morning.

Elias’s nurse paused at the centre, her hand on his shoulder as she called for attention. “U432—compliance window complete. All protocols observed.” There was no applause, no moment of recognition—just the mechanical click as his yellow pin was removed from “Utility Use” and returned to “Suite.” The movement was entered on the digital log, timestamped and initialled, his presence converted once more into data.

A supervisor stepped forward with the rota tablet. “Mantra,” she prompted, her tone as flat as the click of the stylus.

If Elias had been gagged, he would have signed with his hands, but tonight, the panel gag had been removed for the ritual. He kept his gaze lowered, the words a hollow, familiar script.

“I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.”

She checked the box on her screen. “Logged,” she said. No name was used, only the tag: “U432—mantra confirmed.” The nurse inspected his collar, smoothing it until the tag faced perfectly outward. The staff and trainees began to disperse, some already engaged in quiet conversation, others focused on their own tasks, the board at their backs.

For a moment, Elias was left standing alone before the rota, surrounded by the faint echo of closing doors, the last distant click of a stylus. His utility had been used, measured, and quietly erased—the only evidence a fresh timestamp, a row of compliant checkmarks, and the silence that came with being precisely what the Hall required.

He was led away, not to rest but to return to his suite, his presence now invisible, his role filled. The lights in the corridor dimmed behind him, the rota board glowing in the hush, signalling to all who cared to look that U432’s use was complete. Tomorrow, the ritual would begin again—another day as function, never as name.


Chapter 7: Ward Rounds

He was roused before the rest—a gentle but unyielding grip at his shoulder, the nurse’s voice pitched low for the protocol: “U432, wake. Compliance window opening.” The words held no warmth, only the clean efficiency of routine. Elias’s eyes blinked open into the half-light, the ceiling above his mat a map of dull reflections and old tape residue.

The room was colder than usual, a clinical bite to the filtered air. The nurse moved with quiet authority, checking his collar tag, brushing fingertips over the pulse at his throat, logging every detail aloud for the rota tablet. “Collar secure. Tag: U432. Nappy: moderate damp. Plug: seated, no displacement. Mitts: intact.”

He was guided upright—first to sitting, then to kneel, posture checked and corrected with a palm pressed lightly to his sternum. The panel gag, still in place from the night cycle, was removed with deft, clinical care. Elias flexed his jaw once, but the gesture was ignored. The nurse’s hands were already preparing the next set of mitts, fitting his hands inside, buckling them tight, leaving his fingers curled and useless.

The routine was uninterrupted: collar checked, leash clipped, posture adjusted until his back was straight, his chin dipped just enough to avoid defiance. The nurse made one last notation, her tone unchanged. “U432: ready for corridor. Compliance: optimal.”

Outside, the corridor was already alive with institutional movement. Doors slid open and shut in slow rhythm, staff moved with the soft scuff of shoes, and the air was threaded with the scents of bleach and the first brewing of weak, institutional tea. The rota board, now brightly lit, dominated the intersection where patients and staff assembled for the day’s first ritual. Names and IDs were called out in a steady cadence, each one echoed by the click of a stylus and the shifting of coloured pins.

Elias’s leash was handed off, his presence acknowledged only by the tag at his throat and the quiet logging of his posture. Staff and donors mingled at the edges—some reviewing the rota, others whispering, a few already noting observations on their tablets. The lighting was unkind, every blemish and crease made public, every line of restraint or evidence of the night’s protocol visible for the record.

The nurse performed a final inspection, smoothing Elias’s collar, running a hand over the waistband of his nappy, tugging the plug’s base through the thick plastic to ensure it remained exactly as prescribed. Each action was entered for the public log: “U432: posture correct. Equipment: present and unaltered. Ready for rounds.”

He waited, kneeling on the designated square, surrounded by the theatre of routine, the low hum of voices, the unyielding gaze of the rota board, and the certainty that the day’s first exposure was only beginning.

The corridor pulsed with life in a way that felt theatrical rather than lived-in: staff in regulation tunics, donors in muted finery, patients moving in single file, each tethered by collar or tag or habit. Elias was guided into the line, his leash held taut but not tight, every step shaped by the nurse’s hand at his shoulder. The nappy chafed with each stride, the plug a constant weight at the base of his spine, reminding him with every breath that his body was less his own than ever. The mitts muffled any urge to fidget or resist, reducing his presence to a shape of silent compliance.

Sunlight filtered in through high, barred windows, catching at the lines of glass along the observation gallery. Donors leaned in, their tablets aglow, some whispering, some only watching, the anonymity of the glass turning attention into a kind of collective gaze—impersonal, relentless, impossible to avoid. Elias could feel the weight of their eyes as a physical pressure, a tightening at the base of his neck and in the hollows of his thighs. He was aware of every exposed surface: the slight swell of the nappy at his hips, the collar tag swinging in time with his steps, the pale skin of his wrists where the mitts began.

The nurse paused him at a marked station beneath the rota board, posture checked and adjusted. “Stand tall. Head down. Hands visible.” Each command was both routine and ritual, every adjustment made for the benefit of observers as much as for compliance. A supervisor stepped forward, scanning his collar with a slim grey wand, her voice cool and exact for the room and for the public log. “U432: posture correct. Leak event: none. Nappy: dry on inspection. Plug: responsive, no sign of displacement. Compliance: stable.”

Elias stood as directed, feeling the sweat gathering beneath the nappy, a chill running over his shoulders as the air conditioning cycled through another blast. The sound of styluses tapping on glass became a metronome, the rhythm of the institution itself. To his left, another patient was checked—a similar inspection, a different ID, the same ritual of exposure. To his right, a staff member read out the updated rota, announcing patient uses for the day, each word echoed on the large digital board.

He tried to keep his breathing even, to slow his pulse, but the room’s attention sharpened with every detail. Microphones hung from the ceiling, capturing every murmur and instruction, feeding the data back to the compliance servers, turning his flesh into numbers, his stillness into protocol. It was not shame that burned beneath his skin, but a colder, deeper sense of being watched and documented—a specimen, never a subject.

The metrics for each patient scrolled along a central screen: compliance scores, arousal index, nappy status, rota position. For Elias, the numbers were immutable, green for compliance, amber for any detected hesitation or tremor. A junior nurse called out each result for the donors: “U432, compliance score: ninety-eight percent. No leak. Pulse: elevated. Posture: held. Demo status: pending.” Each figure was a verdict, a summing-up that left no room for privacy.

Another nurse approached, clipboard in hand, inviting donors to submit observation requests. “Request: test plug.” The lead nurse nodded, pressed a button on the small remote tucked into her pocket, and Elias felt the plug buzz—a low, humiliating pulse. His hips tightened involuntarily; the data flashed amber for a moment, then settled back to green as he forced his muscles to stillness. “Plug responsive. No deviation. U432: stable under stimulation,” the nurse intoned, entering it for the record.

He was made to turn in profile, then full face, collar tag held up for the central camera. The nurse’s hands were clinical, brisk, never cruel, but never gentle either. Any hint of a blush, a tremor in the knee, or an involuntary swallow was noted, notated, logged. Each act of exposure was as much for the audience as for the archive.

All the while, the rota board ticked forward—patients called, metrics displayed, staff moving in a slow choreography that left no space for individual meaning. For Elias, the ritual became a mantra in itself: hold, submit, be still, endure. His identity was reduced, his history erased, replaced with “U432”—a designation that lived only on a pin, a collar tag, a line of data flickering across the Hall’s screens.

By the time the nurse released his arm and signalled for him to kneel at the marked square, the rest of the world was already moving on. Another patient was led forward; another round of numbers was called. The corridor, always bright and exposed, became a place where nothing happened except the endless repetition of compliance.

Elias knelt, head bowed, the leash pooling at his knees, the numbers above his head marking the totality of his worth. His body was correct, his posture still, his silence entered on the rota for all to see. He waited, knowing that the next ritual—the passage of Sabine—would make the absence of attention the only true spectacle left.

A change in the corridor’s atmosphere arrived first as a subtle adjustment—conversations dipping to murmurs, staff straightening unconsciously, donors pausing their note-taking and shifting their gaze towards the ward’s far end. Even the air seemed to shift, cooled and sharpened by the anticipation of her presence. Sabine appeared through the glass security door, flanked by a senior nurse and the supervisor whose badge gleamed with gold letters, her silhouette framed by the bright, flat light of the entrance vestibule.

Sabine wore black, her attire precise: slim trousers, a silk shirt, tailored jacket, all restrained, all perfectly cut to the edge of androgyny. Her hair was pinned back, neck bare save for a slim silver chain, her posture one of deliberate, economical elegance. She held a tablet in one hand, her thumb tracing a slow arc across the glass as she reviewed rota stats, her attention outwardly detached from the scene ahead.

She entered the corridor without hurry, her stride measured, each step as silent as the hush that fell behind her. A nurse at the rota board called out, softer than before, “Custodian in corridor.” The phrase itself felt ceremonial—an invocation of control that made every staff member more precise, every donor more attentive, every patient more still.

Elias, kneeling on his marked square, sensed her presence before she was close enough to see. His breath slowed to the shallow, careful rhythm of someone trying not to draw notice, trying not to hope. The weight of the plug and the nappy and the collar felt heavier. His tongue pressed involuntarily against the panel gag, the dryness in his mouth more acute as her footsteps approached.

For a moment, time stretched thin—every relay click, every stylus tap, every whisper from the donor glass layered atop the anticipation of her arrival. The rota screen refreshed, a new banner scrolling across: “Day 19/30: Sabine Blackout – Compliance High.” Staff logged performance metrics in real time; donors took discreet photographs. The air was threaded with her perfume—clean, subtle, faintly resinous, as if it, too, had been engineered for efficiency.

Sabine did not glance at the rota board, nor did she look at the assembled patients or donors. Her gaze was fixed ahead, distant, untouched by the spectacle of obedience and exposure unfolding on either side of her passage.

Sabine’s stride did not falter as she drew level with Elias. The nurse at his side straightened, her hand momentarily resting firmer on his shoulder as if to anchor him for the duration of the passage. Elias’s head was bowed, breath held, every nerve aware of the few inches that separated them.

She passed so close that the soft rustle of her jacket was audible, the scent of her perfume drifting over him—so near that, if the posture allowed, he might have reached out to brush his forehead against the fabric at her hip. Instead, he was held in position by routine and protocol, not daring to shift or raise his eyes.

Sabine’s face remained composed, eyes never flickering toward him. Her stride slowed only enough to review something on her tablet, her thumb pausing as she made a note. Her attention never acknowledged the body kneeling in her shadow. If she recognised his presence, she gave no sign, not even a hesitation.

The effect was total. Staff and donors watched for the moment—a micro-expression, a glance, a pause—but found only the clean, impassive logic of control. For Elias, the absence was suffocating. He felt his pulse race, a bead of sweat tracing down his temple. His thighs tensed involuntarily, a tremor passing through his hips and logged by the nurse: “U432: micro-tremor, proximity event.”

A staff member murmured to a donor, “Day 19/30 blackout.” Another logged the spike on a compliance graph, a green line rising then falling as Elias’s body stilled again. The rota board updated in real time: “U432: compliant. Indifference protocol—effective.”

Sabine continued her passage, heels barely sounding on the corridor’s hard floor, her attention already elsewhere. Behind her, conversation resumed, the corridor’s temperature seeming to shift back towards normality, the charged air replaced by the flat, familiar hum of institutional order.

Elias was left kneeling, cheek to the floor, collar tag bright against his throat, every muscle aching for a recognition that never came. The sound of her shoes—sharp, exact, and finally receding—became a new kind of ritual: absence made into authority, the clean, cold measure of what it meant to be observed and erased.

The corridor’s pulse returned as Sabine’s presence faded, but a new gravity lingered—one that belonged not to personality, but to the machine of the Hall itself. Elias remained kneeling on his square, collar tag square to the rota, the leash pooling at his knees. The rest of the world rearranged itself around him: donors resumed their whispers, staff returned to their stations, and the click of the rota board reclaimed its steady authority.

A nurse moved into the centre of the corridor, tablet in hand, her tone clear for the observation log and the gallery behind the glass. “U432: compliance ↑ under observation. Proximity event—Sabine, no engagement. Micro-tremor, posture held. Compliance spike noted.” She scrolled through his metrics, reading aloud for the benefit of donors and staff:

“Pulse: 111. Leak: none. Nappy: clean. Plug: responsive. Emotional state: heightened; posture unbroken.”

Her voice was clinical, never cruel, each data point another thread in the public record. The rota board at the end of the corridor refreshed, Elias’s code now highlighted in green: “Indifference protocol effective. Compliance sustained. Blackout status: day 19/30.” Next to it, a column of comparative scores scrolled for all present to see—his compliance against the backdrop of other patients, a league table of silent endurance.

Other staff recorded the deviations of the day, one noting in the log: “Patient U432: increased stillness under absent-custodian. No unauthorised movement. No vocalisation.” Another entered, “Emotional response within expected limits. No reward.” The data flickered onto the observation screens, the drama of the Hall now written entirely in numbers—shame and obedience both made public, stripped of personal meaning.

Donors leaned in, reviewing graphs and scores, murmuring softly about the experiment’s success. One observed to another, “He performs best with nothing to hope for.” A nurse quietly agreed, ticking a box on her own tablet: “Protocol: maintain indifference, maximise exposure.”

Elias heard none of these words directly, but felt every act of documentation as an echo in his bones. The numbers above his head were both erasure and confirmation—a record of his use, a proof of his function, a tally of how much humiliation he could be made to hold for the Hall’s satisfaction.

The corridor returned to motion, but the sensation of being watched, measured, and rendered into data did not leave him. Each log entry, each incremental update, was another needle in the slow ritual of his erasure. It was not cruelty, not even neglect—only the clean, inexorable weight of procedure, and the certainty that nothing of him, not even his longing, would ever be missed.

The corridor’s bustle faded into a kind of administrative afterglow. With Sabine gone, the choreography of compliance and observation continued, but Elias was left at its centre, unmoving—neither dismissed nor acknowledged, held in a posture that belonged entirely to the Hall.

A nurse approached, her steps soft on the vinyl, stylus already tapping the next entry. She knelt beside him, one hand checking the line of his collar, the other smoothing the tag until it was perfectly square for the rota camera. The action was efficient, without comfort, each gesture confirming the tableau for any who cared to review the footage later.

“Final posture,” she said, voice pitched for the room and for the log. Elias pressed his cheek to the polished floor, the cold seeping up into his skin, hands resting flat on his thighs. The leash trailed down from his collar, curling against the mat—a signal of control that was both decorative and absolute. The nurse logged his position:

“U432: final posture assumed. No unauthorised movement. Blackout status confirmed—day 19/30.”

Lights in the corridor dimmed fractionally, a gentle nudge toward evening, the shadow of the rota board stretching longer across the floor. Staff drifted away, their voices growing more distant. The donors dispersed in pairs and small groups, murmuring their last observations, a final scan of the compliance board as they went. No one looked back at Elias, no word was spoken for him. He remained as he had been positioned, left to wait until the institutional rhythm dictated his removal.

He listened to the soundscape of the Hall: the echo of staff shoes, the faint clink of the rota pins, the distant thrum of a door sliding shut. Every sense was magnified by the stillness he was required to hold. The weight of the collar pressed into his throat, the plug a quiet ache within, the nappy cooling as the air shifted around him. Somewhere in that stillness, the trace of Sabine’s perfume remained, a memory that was both proof and punishment.

A final notation was made on the public log, the nurse’s voice almost inaudible as she stood:

“U432: compliant. Ward rounds complete. Await new protocol.”

The ritual was sealed. The corridor resumed its ordinary traffic, its drama archived in the rota and in the compliance graphs displayed for the Hall’s memory. Elias remained kneeling, alone and correct, as the cycle turned—his function preserved, his longing measured and set aside, his silence now the Hall’s property.

The sound of Sabine’s shoes had faded entirely. In their place was only the institutional hum and the faint ache of being seen, erased, and left behind.


Chapter 8: Isla’s Reward / His Reduction

The Pairing Lab had been reset for the new cycle: floors gleaming, air scrubbed with the tart scent of disinfectant and something sweeter—a feint of lavender, meant for donor comfort, not the utility of those used here. The overhead lights shone whiter than before, bouncing off mirrored panels along the east wall, multiplying the room’s every movement and flaw. Each mat and posture square was perfectly aligned. Apparatus for restraint, privilege, and calibration lay at the edges of the space, silent as the promise of a new trial.

Elias’s entry was as ceremonial as it was anonymous. He was led in first, collar tag swinging—a yellow “U432” that caught the light and the eyes of every staff member and donor assembled behind the observation glass. The leash clipped to his collar, cold and impersonal, pulled just enough to remind him he was meant to move at the nurse’s pace, not his own. His nappy pressed uncomfortably between his thighs, each step a careful negotiation between exposure and balance, his hands held stiff and mittened at his sides. The plug’s presence had grown familiar, a baseline throb against his body that no longer surprised but never receded. His skin carried the faint traces of earlier routines: a powdery dust at his hips, a faint line where the previous hood’s edge had left its temporary mark.

The corridor outside hummed with distant motion—the shuffle of another patient’s restraint, the hiss of a cleaning trolley, the distant buzz of rota updates. But here, the lab was an island of ritual, insulated from every world but its own. The nurse guiding Elias said nothing. Her grip at his elbow was neither harsh nor gentle, only total. With a practiced sweep, she brought him to the designated mat, rotating his body so the tag was presented directly to the main camera. The mitts at his wrists were inspected—straps checked for tension, seams scanned for wear—before she guided him to kneel on the marked square. The nappy made the posture awkward; the mat’s softness pressed his knees wider than comfort, his weight balanced just enough to keep his back straight, head down.

A pause. The nurse moved in front, raising his chin with two gloved fingers, checking for compliance and any sign of distress. The panel gag was removed, his lips left parted as he panted quietly, catching the first notes of the lavender blend in the air. She held his face for a moment longer than usual, checking his eyes, then released him, satisfied.

The observation glass flickered with blue reflections as donors took up their positions, some leaning in, others content to observe from a remove. Tablets glowed in their hands—metrics, checklists, commentary fields pre-filled with language for efficiency: composure, compliance, posture, privilege. At the edge of the lab, two staff members stood by the restraint trolley, ready to log every step.

The ritual paused for the entrance of Isla. Her procession was slower, almost serene by comparison. Two staff accompanied her, one at each elbow, their faces a mask of clinical detachment. Isla’s collar—F301, in white—rested lightly at her throat, tag glinting under the lights. Her hair, usually braided, was now loose over her shoulders, brushed until it shone. She wore the same institutional nappy, but her tunic, recently laundered, was draped over one arm, a signal of possible privilege to come. Her posture was correct—chin high, eyes lowered, steps measured, serenity wrapped tightly around her like a second uniform.

Isla was guided to a comfort mat, thicker and warmer than Elias’s, a pale blue edge marking it as “privilege-enabled.” She was invited to kneel, but not forced; her hands were placed, palms down, on her thighs. Staff checked her tag, nappy, wrists, and jaw, logging each finding for the donors: “F301: posture—perfect. Skin—unmarked. Nappy—dry. Emotional state—calm.”

A nurse knelt beside Isla, whispering something just out of earshot, then gently ran a hand down her spine to check for any tremor. The act was part inspection, part ritual caress—deliberate, public, yet entirely procedural. Isla’s response was stillness; the dignity of obedience, not submission. The observation glass mirrored it all back, making the contrast in ritual clear. Where Elias had been positioned, checked, and handled without comfort, Isla’s every gesture was given a slowness, a gentleness, a space in which to breathe.

The nurse at the centre of the room gave a brief, formal announcement. “Pairing Lab—begin privilege calibration. F301 and U432 present. Privilege apparatus and restraint to be administered in sequence. Donor observation active.” Her voice was amplified through the ceiling speakers, the words floating across the lab like a liturgy. Another nurse rolled a trolley to the centre, displaying an array of hoods, gags, wipes, and comfort items—each chosen for its place in the upcoming ritual.

Elias, still kneeling, felt the heat of the lights on his back, sweat prickling at the base of his neck. His own hood lay ready on a steel tray: black, reinforced, the straps drawn out and tested for length. The smell of latex was sharp, clean, implacable. Isla’s items were softer—white cloth, a lavender-scented pillow, a small clear cup of water, a hairbrush set aside for later.

A third nurse checked the time, nodded to the donors, and began logging the start of the sequence. “Protocol: F301—privilege confirmation. U432—restraint tightening. Comparative data collection.” The mirrored wall reflected every angle: Elias’s posture, Isla’s serenity, the slow, orchestrated movements of staff, the calm but unyielding eyes of the donors.

All was in readiness. Ritual set, comparison made public, the next beat prepared to unfold. Here, humiliation would not be a spectacle, but a process—measured, clinical, total.

The privilege calibration began not with grand gesture, but with quiet choreography. Staff moved with the calm assurance of those who understood the value of pace: nothing rushed, nothing wasted, everything recorded for the benefit of donors and protocol alike. Elias, held in stillness at his mat, watched Isla’s reward unfold in slow motion—every detail magnified by the white glare of the overhead lights and the multiplied reflections from the mirrored wall.

A nurse—older, with silvered hair tucked beneath her cap—knelt beside Isla, reading aloud from the protocol slate for all present. “F301: progress confirmed. Composure exemplary. Privilege: to be earned and witnessed.” Her words rang out, clipped and formal, the syllables landing with ceremonial weight. Donors’ eyes shifted from tablet to patient, anticipation marked in the hush.

First, Isla’s restraint was reduced. The mitts at her wrists were unclipped, palms inspected for any sign of strain, then set aside with ritual care. Her arms were guided to her sides, fingers splayed in demonstration of full circulation and absence of tension. The nurse held up Isla’s hands for the donors, logging: “F301: hands—steady, compliant, no tremor.”

Next, the privilege of bare-face was granted. Another nurse approached with a small, folded towel and a bowl of warm water, lavender steam rising as she dampened the cloth. She unbuckled Isla’s head harness—gentle fingers at each temple, straps released one by one—and eased it away, exposing Isla’s face fully to the room for the first time that day. The contrast was immediate. Where the harness had left faint impressions, the skin beneath glowed, the curve of Isla’s cheek and the line of her jaw visible without mediation. The towel was pressed to her forehead and brow, not as a mercy but as a documented event: “Bare-face privilege granted. Comfort towel applied.”

A hairbrush followed, bristles soft as breath, strokes slow and deliberate. The nurse brushed Isla’s hair until it shone in the institutional light, tucking stray strands behind her ear. It was a small, almost maternal gesture, one made theatrical by the setting: the mirrored wall, the observers, the ritual language. “F301: composure intact. Emotional response—serene. No distress observed.” The nurse’s voice was gentle, almost proud, yet it never softened the clinical edge of the log.

Staff and donors offered praise in brief, formal phrases, as if reciting from a script designed to elevate the moment. “Well held, Isla.” “Composure excellent.” “Progress evident.” Each comment was logged, the words drifting through the air like permission. Even the senior nurse, usually reserved to the point of severity, nodded as she reviewed Isla’s file, making a small tick in the column for “privilege readiness.” For the first time, Isla was permitted a sip of water—cool, clear, served in a glass not a plastic cup, another signal of distinction. She accepted it with both hands, lifting it to her lips and drinking with visible gratitude.

Elias knelt motionless, the difference between their experiences thrown into relief by every detail. Isla’s privilege was gentle, almost caressing; her hands stroked by the nurse, her face cleaned, her hair set to rights. Each act was performed with just enough pause to allow the donors to register, to note, to record their impression of how reward looked, how earned comfort manifested in this place.

The donors’ tablets prompted them to rate the “virtue of privilege”—categories sliding across the screen: composure, serenity, readiness, acceptance. A few whispered observations behind the glass: “She holds so beautifully.” “It’s always in her breath.” “Look at the way she sits for them—never tense, always dignified.” The language was clinical, almost reverent. Isla was made into a model of what obedience could achieve—her reward transformed into an institutional ideal.

The nurse offered Isla a pale blue comfort pillow, guiding her to rest her hands upon it. Isla accepted, folding her fingers around the soft fabric, her posture never breaking. The ritual was clear: privilege was not just comfort, but a process of being seen, noted, and gently restored in public. Every movement was visible, every act of care a lesson.

As the privilege sequence drew to a close, the staff completed their checks: nails inspected, skin assessed, pulse and breath counted. Each finding was read aloud, confirming the absence of distress or agitation. “F301: composure—maintained. Pulse—steady. Breath—even.” The data was entered, the green tick next to Isla’s name on the rota board flashing bright.

The final act of recognition came not from staff but from the room itself. The mirrored wall threw Isla’s bare face and careful posture back at her, at Elias, at everyone present. For a moment, there was only the hush of the lab, the sense that this, here, was what it meant to be noticed, to be praised, to be made a vessel for the institution’s approval.

No one addressed Elias. His silence and stillness were assumed, expected, his presence reduced to contrast—never rival, only the necessary background for Isla’s demonstration of earned comfort. Even so, watching her was both relief and humiliation: a reminder that dignity and care were not abolished, only rationed, and always displayed as a ritual for the Hall’s satisfaction.

As Isla’s privileges were completed and softly logged, the attention of the room shifted with a kind of bureaucratic inevitability. A nurse at the central trolley gestured for the remaining staff to gather the next apparatus, her voice low and precise for the donors’ mics. “U432: prepare for restraint adjustment.” The phrase was both instruction and announcement, the beginning of a new ritual whose entire purpose was contrast—correction as spectacle, humiliation delivered not as punishment but as routine.

Elias, still kneeling, felt the focus settle on him like a weight, not hot but cold—clinical, impersonal, the weight of a dozen pairs of eyes and the silent, glassy presence of the mirrored wall. The heat from the overhead lights seemed to intensify, prickling along the back of his neck as the nurse approached, a fresh hood and head harness uncoiled in her hands. The item itself was heavier than the previous, its panels thicker, the leather still smelling faintly of the chemical bath from which it had been cleaned. Buckles gleamed, the hardware newly checked for function.

The nurse did not rush. She positioned herself behind Elias, her gloved hands steady as she lifted his chin, tilting his head so the tag shone for the central camera. With her other hand, she gathered the hood, smoothing the interior lining and testing the flex. The donors observed every motion—tablets raised, some entering live commentary, others simply recording the slow choreography of utility.

“Head forward. Eyes down,” the nurse instructed, voice stripped of any inflection but command. Elias obeyed, his heart beating hard in the base of his throat. She slipped the hood over his head, the interior tight and close, cutting out the hum of the room, muffling even his own breath. For a moment, the world was nothing but latex and the faint, enclosing heat of his own exhalations.

The nurse began the ritual of tightening. Each strap was drawn slowly, threaded through its buckle, then cinched one deliberate notch tighter than before. First at the nape—drawing his head upright, limiting the motion of his neck. Next, the jaw strap, which forced his mouth nearly closed, lips pressed together under the panel of the gag. Then across the brow, pressing the hood flush against his skin, narrowing his field of vision to a sliver of floor, a thin border of light, and the blur of Isla’s comfort mat reflected just beyond.

At each adjustment, the nurse announced the change for the log and the donors: “Jaw—secured, one hole tighter. Brow—secured, no slack. Nape—drawn. Ventilation—within limits. Field—reduced.” She checked airflow, holding a hand to his nostrils until she was satisfied. Every safety protocol was observed, each measured against the needs of utility, never against comfort.

His arms were retied at his sides, mitts re-buckled, posture blocks set beneath his knees and ankles to hold his body exactly as the diagram prescribed. His chest felt bound—not so tightly as to harm, but enough to make each breath a reminder that expansion itself was not his to choose. The nurse’s hands never lingered; every gesture was one of calibration, of using the body as demonstration for future staff.

Throughout, the room was silent except for the clinical liturgy of the adjustment:

“Restraint tightened. Privilege transferred. Patient U432: compliance assumed. Emotional response—muted.”

The shame of reduction was not in the act of being handled or the pain of the straps, but in the public nature of the contrast. Where Isla’s hair had been brushed, her face revealed and praised, Elias was re-shrouded, every avenue of comfort withdrawn. The donors, some of whom had murmured kind words to Isla, were now silent or brisk in their commentary: “Restraint effective.” “No protest logged.” “Demonstration: useful.”

The mirrored wall threw the scene back at him in fractured pieces: the bulk of the hood, the shine of sweat at his temple, the blurred edge of Isla’s comfort mat. He could not see her face, only the pale oval where her head rested, eyes closed, lips parted in calm. Every sound—her breathing, the soft sip of water, the brush of fabric—reached him through the hood as if from a distance.

The staff made final checks, walking around him in a slow orbit. “Plug: secure. Nappy: correct position. Posture: rigid. Hood: integrity confirmed.” The last strap was buckled tight beneath his chin, then tugged to confirm there was no slack. He could smell latex and his own fear, taste the dryness at the back of his throat, sense the way his body had become something to be managed, never comforted.

Isla’s privilege became, by design, the source of Elias’s reduction. Her visible ease, her bare skin, her calm presence—all served to define what he was now denied. The nurse entered the summary for the log:

“U432: contributed to F301’s progress. Privilege redirected. Restraint upgraded—one hole tighter on all settings. No comfort permitted.”

In the silence that followed, Elias found a strange, inverted pride. Not the pride of accomplishment, but the pride of endurance—the knowledge that his reduction was not only expected but essential to the Hall’s ceremony. He was what the institution required: a vessel for comparison, a living demonstration of privilege measured and removed, posture held for the record, for the lesson, for the clean data that would outlast him.

As the last safety check concluded, the nurse pressed her palm to the crown of his hooded head—firm, possessive, final. “Reduction complete. Patient U432: correct.” Her hand lingered just long enough to register for the gallery, then fell away, leaving Elias smaller, tighter, and more perfectly held by the ritual than before.

The lab’s energy shifted as the nurses completed their checks and the donors’ tablets pinged softly—an automated prompt for commentary, for the codification of what had just unfolded. Where comfort and praise had filled the air only minutes before, now there was only the low, mechanical hum of institutional process, the slow and relentless rhythm of data entry, observation, and public comparison.

At the centre of the lab, a supervisor stepped into the light, holding a slate whose screen cast a cold, blue glow across her hands. Her badge flashed: Review Lead, Privilege & Compliance. She raised her voice, not for Elias or Isla, but for the room’s memory and for the cameras tucked in every mirrored corner. “Pairing session: privilege redistribution logged for record. F301: progress exemplary. U432: function—supportive. Privilege: transferred in accordance with protocol.”

A nurse at the rota board updated the display; Isla’s name lit in green, a soft chime accompanying the tick beside her ID: Privilege earned. Elias’s code, by contrast, was updated in amber: Restraint increased. Utility maximised. Every donor could see it, the board mirroring the reality of the room, making public what had been private sensation only moments before.

Staff read aloud from the compliance data, their language measured and unembellished, designed to elevate the ritual to the level of institutional scripture. “F301: composure—unbroken. Pulse—within optimal range. Emotional affect: steady. Patient expressed gratitude for privilege granted. U432: compliance—sustained throughout. Posture—rigid under new restraint. Micro-tremor at tightening event; no vocalisation. Privilege redirected.” The words filled the space, settling over Elias like a second hood, each phrase a new layer of data and erasure.

The donors were prompted for their observations, a field on their screens inviting them to comment on “efficiency of privilege redistribution,” “clarity of contrast,” and “emotional performance.” Some wrote: “Contrast effective—utility role clarified.” “Privilege sequence smooth, easily observed.” “Reduction well-managed, patient’s compliance model for future training.” Their notes, dispassionate and brief, would be added to the Hall’s archive—indelible, immune to any later appeal or revision.

A nurse circled both mats, tablet in hand, conducting a final comparison: Isla was now resting with her pillow and water, hair shining, face bare, posture soft yet perfectly upright. Elias, by contrast, was fully hooded, all straps cinched, posture blocks forcing his knees and ankles into compliance. The nurse narrated each detail, pausing so the donors could see, so the staff could record: “Privilege visible. Denial observable. Compliance verified.”

Donors murmured among themselves, their voices audible only as a backdrop—never as conversation to the patients themselves. “It’s so clean, the way they handle privilege. No punishment, just removal.” “He’s so still now—you can see the difference in the way she breathes.” “That’s why the system works: there’s never cruelty, only protocol.” Their commentary formed a second script, one that was never addressed to the patients, yet became part of the permanent record.

At the edge of the room, the supervisor recited the official summary for the institutional file:

“Session complete. F301: privilege maximised, exemplary composure, emotional response—calm. U432: reduction performed, restraint upgraded. Compliance optimal. Privilege transfer logged. Data—archived.”

Metrics scrolled across the observation board:

F301: Compliance 100%, Privilege 100%, Pulse 68, Reward granted.

U432: Compliance 98%, Restraint upgrade, Micro-tremor, No reward.

For Elias, even inside the hood, the ritual was tangible. He felt each adjustment, each note, each data point become a fresh layer of distance between his body and the possibility of being addressed or seen as anything other than a lesson. The mirror no longer showed his face, only the blank black mask and the posture blocks at his joints. Isla, on her side of the room, was still and dignified, her reward rendered in soft surfaces and quiet praise.

A nurse paused at Elias’s side for a final check. She tugged the hood’s buckle, checked the seal at his jaw, and entered her note for the record: “Restraint integrity—excellent. Patient did not protest. Correction accepted.”

Isla’s nurse offered her a fresh cloth for her face and a second cup of water, brushing a stray lock of hair back behind her ear. “Well done, Isla,” she murmured—words soft but documented by the ever-present mics.

Throughout the process, every act of recognition, every comfort, every privilege earned or withdrawn, was witnessed, logged, and rendered public. The contrast was not just ritual but performance, one calculated to be irrefutable—privilege made visible by what was denied, denial sharpened by what had been given.

The nurse at the rota board pressed the button to seal the session: a gentle, clinical chime signaling that every movement, every error, every silent act of compliance had been memorialised. Data as drama, exposure as protocol, humility and pride both quantified for the Hall’s endless appetite.

For Elias, the sense of himself as a person seemed to thin, stretched across the numbers, the straps, the echo of commentary he could not answer. His silence was total, his presence now an institution’s property—correct, useful, erased.

In the stillness after the rota chime, the ritual’s intensity resolved into a hush: the quiet before dispersal, the pause that let all feelings, documented or denied, find their secret space. For Isla, the moment was edged with relief—her privileges hard-earned, the soft touch of water and cloth at her brow anchoring her to the realness of her own body, the cool sip on her tongue proof that she had not been erased. She held the comfort pillow in her lap as if it were an anchor, fingers gently kneading the soft surface, her eyes half-lidded, posture dignified but no longer rigid.

She felt the weight of the room’s attention without fear, the scrutiny not as threat but as witness. The praise and gentle handling had not made her vain, only quietly grateful—a deep, settled pride in her ability to yield, to endure, to be marked out as worthy of institutional favour. When the nurse dabbed her forehead, Isla’s lips parted in a silent “thank you,” a ritual act in itself, barely visible to donors or staff but clear in its intent. Her gaze slid, just once, toward Elias: an impulse she fought, but could not fully deny. She wanted to offer him something—a glance of solidarity, a whisper of “I’m sorry” or “I saw you,” but the rules of the Hall, the gravity of ritual, made such comfort a private trespass.

She returned her gaze to the mat, breath slowing, letting the safety and ease of her privilege settle over her like a blanket. There was pride, yes, but also humility: a gratitude that she could show her strength not in resisting the Hall, but in thriving within its bounds. Her reward was public, but her satisfaction was private—a pulse of peace, the comfort of being recognised as a vessel for obedience, composure, and ceremonial grace.

For Elias, the internal story was different—told in the language of pressure, compression, and the physical geometry of submission. The new hood narrowed his vision and dulled his hearing, the thick straps at his jaw and crown compressing his awareness into a tunnel: breath, heartbeat, posture, the weight at his neck, the heat beneath the nappy, the way his knees ached against the posture blocks. The outside world—the data, the donors, the board—became distant, a faint murmur that sometimes leaked in as a rumble or a phrase caught on the edge of sense.

But inside, the ritual was absolute. With every strap tightened, every privilege retracted, he felt his sense of self reduced and refined. It was not annihilation but distillation—the pride of endurance taking the shape of stillness, the humiliation of reduction pressed deep into his flesh and then, paradoxically, into a cold sort of comfort. He could not see Isla’s face, but he remembered the kindness in her eyes, the grace in her breath, the way she always seemed to thank the Hall, silently, for both its cruelties and its generosities.

He tried to inhabit his reduction as a necessity, not a wound. This is right. She has earned it. I am made useful by my lack. The mantra unspooled inside the hood: Control is care. Sabine decides. I obey. There was an odd calm in having no choice left, no further comfort to lose, no status to defend. His role was function, not feeling. His breath became slow and deliberate; the micro-tremors in his thighs stilled, replaced by a quivering kind of pride.

He heard the nurses’ voices, the distant cadence of ritual praise for Isla and the mechanical assurance with which his own adjustments were logged. He felt the nurse’s palm at the top of his hood, the brief, possessive pressure anchoring him in place, reminding him he was still, ultimately, wanted—if not as a man, then as an object whose endurance was, itself, a form of service. The data was no comfort, but it was a home: to be measured, to be noticed, even for failure or lack, was to be included in the Hall’s memory.

Somewhere outside his hood, Isla shifted on her mat. He imagined her posture: relaxed but poised, the comfort pillow held gently, her hair shining in the white light, her face serene and open. He let himself hope that she, too, felt pride for him—pride that he could be the measure against which her virtue and composure shone. Even if she did not look at him, even if no words could pass between them, he offered his stillness to her as a silent gift.

A nurse checked his gag’s seal again, fingers working the edge with cool efficiency, then smoothed his collar so the tag faced outward. The nurse’s touch was clinical, almost brisk, but not unkind. She made no comment, only a notation: “Hood: correct. Compliance: held. Patient at baseline.” The log was everything, the ritual unbroken.

Elias inhaled, then let the breath go—long, careful, surrendered. Inside the hood, shame and pride intermingled, fusing into something that, if not quite relief, was at least a form of rest. He belonged nowhere but here, at the centre of procedure, erased as a person but anchored as an object of service, correct and silent and—against every former instinct—grateful for the clean simplicity of his reduction.

Outside, the donors reviewed their last notes, staff finalised their data, the rota board ticked to the next interval. Isla closed her eyes, hugging the pillow closer, a small, dignified smile touching her lips. Elias remained kneeling, locked within his hood, his purpose perfected by denial, the knowledge of his own reduction both wound and shield.

The ritual was complete. There would be no comfort, but there would also be no doubt. He had given, Isla had earned, and the Hall had marked them both—one with privilege, the other with restraint, both with a dignity that the world outside could neither see nor undo.

The Pairing Lab’s atmosphere, saturated with light and observation, seemed to hold its breath for the last movement of the ritual. Staff and donors, their attention caught between routine and spectacle, watched as the final steps were carried out with the same formality as the opening: not as an afterthought, but as the real heart of the institution’s power.

A senior nurse approached the centre of the room, her slate in hand, the edges of her uniform starched sharp. She called for the attention of all present, her voice even and precise, rippling outwards through the overhead speakers. “Conclude privilege calibration. Finalise restraint for utility. Prepare to close pairing session.”

Isla, still kneeling on her comfort mat, was helped gently to her feet. A nurse offered a steadying hand at her elbow and wrapped her tunic softly over her shoulders, smoothing the fabric until it fell just right. Isla accepted the care with calm poise, head dipped in acknowledgment, her hands resting lightly on the fabric’s edge. She was walked from the mat to the lab’s exit, the comfort pillow left behind as a marker—an object whose very presence on the mat signalled that privilege, once given, could always be reclaimed.

The door opened for Isla. She paused a moment, glancing back at the mirrored wall. There was no open defiance, only the lingering trace of gratitude and serenity in her expression, a silent thank you to the ritual, to the nurses, and—unspoken, but understood—to Elias, whose reduction had enabled her rise.

Elias remained where he was, posture blocks at knees and ankles holding him perfectly aligned, the weight of the hood and tightened straps anchoring him in the posture prescribed by the Hall. The sweat that had collected beneath the latex cooled quickly in the over-air-conditioned space. He felt the stiffness of his joints, the shallow rhythm of his own breath, the ache of holding himself so absolutely for so long. There was no temptation to move; every impulse had been bled out by the repetition of the protocol, replaced by a quiet, hollow stillness.

The senior nurse approached, flanked by a second nurse with a fresh clipboard and a sealed bag containing spare restraints. She circled Elias slowly, pausing at each joint, each buckle, each tag. The process was slow and methodical—first checking the hood’s brow strap, pressing the leather down so that the fit was seamless; then confirming the nape buckle was at the “reduced privilege” setting, finger slipping under the edge to ensure circulation, then pulling the strap one hole tighter with a small, audible creak. “Hood: cinched—final setting. Compliance: visual. No protest.”

At the jaw, the nurse pressed gently against the edge of the panel gag, ensuring no slack, no gap, the tag at his collar turned until the numbers were visible to the observation glass. “Gag: correct. Collar: squared. Utility ID: exposed.”

She checked the posture blocks, running her hand along Elias’s calves and thighs, making minor adjustments to his stance until the lines matched the protocol diagram displayed on the main monitor. “Posture: held. No deviation.” Each word was a stamp in the record, another layer of control sealing the moment in the Hall’s memory.

With the final checks complete, the nurse made a notation on the rota tablet. “Session closed. U432: compliance total, privilege revoked, restraint at maximum. F301: privilege cycle complete, reward maintained. Data logged.” The rota board chimed, a soft, ceremonial sound, as both patient IDs flickered on the display—Isla’s in green, Elias’s now bordered in blue, the colour reserved for “utility – highest restraint.”

The donors filed their last observations, voices low, tone satisfied. “Clean finish.” “Reduction observed.” “Excellent control at closure.” The nurses, their work now complete, moved to reset the lab—comfort mat rolled, pillow replaced in its bag, calibration props returned to their drawer, hoods and blocks sanitised for next use. Every detail was restored to institutional order, the apparatus returned to a state of potential, as if nothing had ever happened except the perfect enactment of protocol.

Elias was left kneeling, hooded and still, posture blocks holding him upright, silence pressed into every muscle. The last staff member, finished with the rota updates, crouched to his level, her hand hovering for a moment above his head—not touching, but close enough to let him feel the presence, the intention, the possibility of contact forever deferred.

“Utility setting confirmed. Await collection,” she said, voice soft but absolute. She stood and crossed to the door, which slid open and then shut with a final hiss, leaving Elias alone in the cooling wash of fluorescent light, every surface gleaming with institutional indifference.

For several minutes, the lab remained silent, the only sounds the faint hum of the air vents and the distant click of keys at the staff station. Elias let his breath slow, muscles trembling with the aftermath of restraint, eyes closed behind the hood’s blank shell. He felt neither despair nor hope, only the flat, clean sensation of having been reduced, remade, and measured—his body now the Hall’s property, his purpose perfected in public erasure.

At last, the collection team arrived: two nurses in midnight-blue scrubs, their faces familiar but unreadable. They unbuckled the posture blocks, clipped his leash to the front ring of the hood, and guided him from the mat. His knees were stiff, his gait wide and awkward from the posture blocks and the fullness of the nappy, but neither nurse paused to correct him—they supported him only as much as protocol required, every movement entered into the closing log.

He was led from the lab, the lights dimming in his wake, the door sealing behind him with a finality that needed no witness. Behind the mirrored glass, the data display faded to black. Isla was already gone, comfort and reward carried with her into the protected silence of her suite. Elias was led down the corridor, his body heavy, the lines of the hood pressing into his skin, the echo of ritual leaving him strangely light—emptied of everything but obedience.

As the door to his own suite closed behind him, the rota board flickered one last time: “Utility restraint—locked. Privilege—redirected. Session—complete.” The Hall’s appetite, for now, was sated.


Interlude III: Appetite

The bedroom was a study in restraint, edges softened by lamplight but never abandoned to disarray. Sabine moved through it as she would any clinical space—bare feet on polished floorboards, her night things arranged on the chair in precise, cascading order. The sheets had been changed that afternoon, the faint scent of linen water still clinging to the pillowcase, and the windows cracked just enough for a breath of chill city air to tangle with the last notes of her perfume. She wore black silk: a slip, cut low, the fabric falling to her mid-thigh and catching the light in shallow ripples each time she crossed the room. Her hair was drawn back, only a few loose strands escaping to shadow her jaw. Her only jewellery was a thin, dark choker and the glint of a ring on her thumb—a habit from another life.

With her left hand, she adjusted the camera, checking the angle in the mirrored wardrobe. The tripod was already set, lens aimed toward the bed’s centre: the frame encompassing the spill of sheets, the edge of the side table, the outline of two candles—one already guttering, the other still unlit. She tested the light, holding a palm before the lens, checking for shadow, then lowered her hand and pressed record. The red light blinked, a tiny pulse at the edge of her vision, barely visible in the gloom.

Her tablet was perched at the foot of the bed, compliance dashboard still glowing. She flicked through the current protocol: U432—Blackout: active. Audio: suspended. Camera: silent. Privileges: nil. She scrolled through the last staff note—Reduction effective. No deviation.—then set the device aside, her appetite now untethered from its subject.

The first guest arrived as dusk edged out the day, their silhouette tall in the hallway, their features lost to the gold of the lamp. Sabine welcomed them with a nod, voice low, the words exchanged more like code than endearment. Another followed, their laugh barely a ripple as they slipped through the door and set down a bottle of something clear and sharp on the sideboard. She did not introduce them—names were unnecessary, details for another kind of record.

She dictated the pace, the small rituals of arrival. She gestured where to sit, when to undress, what to touch, what to wait for. Her robe was shrugged from her shoulders with one hand, discarded with surgical neatness across the back of the chair. The first kiss was not given, but taken; she pressed a palm to her guest’s chest, holding them in place for a slow, measuring moment, her eyes unreadable, the red light of the camera reflecting once in the gloss of her iris.

Their bodies moved around her, never quite encroaching, her presence the fixed point in every touch. Her commands were quiet, never brusque, and always obeyed. “Slower.” “No talking.” “Here.” A hand at the back of a neck, a guiding pressure at the shoulder. The camera, from its vantage, caught the curve of her body as she leaned back against the pillows, the contrast of skin on silk, the careful, practiced arch of her back as she welcomed one lover between her thighs and drew the other’s mouth to her breast. Her own pleasure was voiced—not loudly, never theatrically, but with a measured intensity: the hiss of breath, the pulse of a moan caught just before it could break the ritual of silence she set for them.

She looked, once, directly into the camera—a fleeting glance, unblinking, neither inviting nor dismissive. Her lips parted, but no words were spoken for the recording. Her pleasure was for the file, for herself, for the Hall’s records, but never for the man in blackout. She let herself come, twice, the second time more sharply, the arch of her body a study in delayed satisfaction.

Between acts, Sabine dictated the pace of aftercare. A towel warmed in the sink, a cloth passed gently across her thighs, a glass of water pressed to her lips. Her guests were permitted to lie beside her, but only for the count of ten, after which she dismissed them with a soft touch, a wordless gesture. They dressed as quietly as they had arrived, shoes in hand, the click of the door signalling the restoration of solitude. She heard them laugh in the hallway, then the sound was gone, and the silence returned.

Sabine remained on the bed, skin flushed, hair mussed, limbs splayed in the cooling tangle of sheets. She reached for her towel, wiping away the last traces of sweat and pleasure with small, circular motions. Her breathing slowed, her face impassive—already returning to the composure that would be recorded in any other setting. She slipped into her robe, tied it at the waist, and crossed to the end of the bed where the tablet waited.

She played the recording back in silence, scrubbing through the frames with slow precision. She watched herself: the calm choreography of her body, the evidence of hands, mouths, and breath. She trimmed the start, cut the end, edited out the first guest’s laugh and the second’s whispered, “Is this enough?” She muted the audio, set the playback speed to real time, and exported the file as “Noise—Silent Version.” It saved to a locked folder, the progress bar inching forward.

She opened the note field, typing with her thumb:

Hold upload until after blackout.

File: U432/Reward.

Condition: silent only.

For use in post-denial conditioning cycle.

The cursor blinked for a long moment. Sabine did not add a signature. She attached the video, pressed “queue,” and set the status to private, for institutional use only. The Hall’s logo flickered on the corner of the screen—a silent reminder of the network of eyes and protocols always operating in the background.

She closed the tablet and moved to the window, pulling the curtain aside with two fingers. Below, the city sprawled—yellow streetlamps haloed by drizzle, a late bus idling, the faint blue glow of televisions in distant flats. Her reflection was faint in the glass, layered over the world outside, her mouth a line neither smiling nor stern.

Before sleep, she checked the live feed from Elias’s suite—his camera fixed in night mode, the audio blank, the feed a window onto a darkness punctuated by the collar’s faint glint and the rise and fall of his breath beneath the heavy hood. Sabine watched for a minute, her face unreadable, then closed the window and set the device facedown on the nightstand. She extinguished the lamp, letting the room dissolve into shadow, her own body folding neatly into the fresh linen.

The silence at the end was absolute—her appetite both spent and stored, her power not in what she had done, but in what she had chosen, for now, to withhold.


Chapter 9: Public Token Game

The theatre was already half-lit, the heavy doors at the far end locked open on a wedge of institutional light. Inside, the air felt stilled, prepared; every surface wiped to an impossible sheen, the faint scent of antiseptic mixed with polished chrome and the flat, filtered air that always accompanied public events in the Hall. Along one wall, donors and senior staff arrayed themselves in silent ranks behind the observation glass, tablets aglow, styluses poised to record each micro-movement and inflection. Their faces blurred by the reflection, they became a single, many-eyed watcher—impersonal, hungry, perfectly attentive.

At centre stage stood a raised dais, its vinyl surface divided by thin lines of yellow tape, every corner angled for visibility from the gallery. Two padded stools flanked a broad tray of tokens—round, flat, and cold-looking, each labelled with an engraved code, a slot left for each patient. To one side, a smaller table held the ritual gags—panel, bit, and ring, all laid out for the protocol’s coming theatre.

The procession began with the chime of the rota board and the low, flat voice of the nurse at the entrance: “Prepare for Token Game. F301 and U432 to stage.” The sound ricocheted through the corridor, summoning more than obedience; it conjured an air of scrutiny that crept under Elias’s skin long before he entered the light.

He was led first, as always, posture rigid, the leash clipped to his collar and held just tight enough to shape his pace. His tunic had been removed before the door—a private, wordless act that always felt like being erased from himself. He wore only the nappy, the collar, mitts, and the black-hood’s faint constriction at jaw and brow. Every inch of exposed skin seemed whiter, more vulnerable beneath the light. The nappy’s bulk forced his thighs wide with every step, the plug’s slow, dull pressure settling deeper as if in anticipation of the eyes waiting just beyond the glass.

At the dais, the nurse guided him to the first stool, turning his body until his collar tag shone directly at the observation glass. A moment’s inspection—fingers at the jaw, checking the hood’s fit, then a hand at the back of the nappy, two gloved fingers pressing lightly at the waistband to check for leak or skin failure. “U432: posture correct, nappy damp, plug responsive, collar ID confirmed.” The words, spoken aloud, became both announcement and documentation, a layer of public ownership.

Next came Isla, her procession slower, more self-possessed but no less orchestrated. Her collar tag gleamed white, F301 clear against the angle of her throat. Her tunic, too, was removed before she entered, leaving her in regulation nappy and soft cuffs, her hair brushed to a luminous fall over her shoulders. She walked at a measured pace, steps quiet, breath even, every part of her composure calculated to display not pride, but serenity.

A nurse escorted her to the second stool, checking her cuffs and collar, then arranging her knees and ankles until she was perfectly aligned for the observers. “F301: posture optimal, nappy dry, skin clear, emotional state—calm.” The praise was quiet, entered into the log with the same calm as a warning would have been. Isla’s eyes stayed low, not out of shame, but out of respect for the formality of the ritual.

The lights overhead brightened incrementally, making the surface of the tokens glint—a visible promise of reward that would, in the logic of the Hall, be immediately recast as the virtue of denial. The tokens themselves were round, etched with names, the Hall’s crest on one side, a blank field on the other. Their presence was both lure and lesson: reward was only real in its withholding, a virtue sharpened by exposure, then snatched away.

The staff moved with the cool choreography of those who know they are being watched. One nurse arranged the gags on the smaller table, each strap buckled for quick application. Another checked the rota board’s tablet, updating the logs in real time. A supervisor stood by the tray, preparing to call the sequence for all present.

Donors leaned closer, the glass catching a constellation of their faces—some hungry, some analytical, some simply intent on the spectacle of obedience and denial. The air was heavy with institutional anticipation: the promise that even hope, here, could be used as a tool of discipline.

The nurse who led the proceedings moved to the centre, her voice amplified and ritual. “Today’s demonstration: Public Token Game. Both patients will present as required. Tokens will be offered; acceptance is not permission. Virtue will be measured by refusal, compliance by the quality of restraint.”

A junior nurse circled the stage, tray in hand, displaying the tokens to the audience, then set them between Isla and Elias. The faint, metallic sound as they settled onto the vinyl seemed to echo off every wall. The gags on the side table gleamed, each one a promise of silence, a signal that compliance here would be measured in both what was offered and what was denied.

Elias felt the pulse in his throat rise, breath shallow beneath the hood. The plug inside him seemed to settle lower, his thighs tensing instinctively as he tried to still his posture. He could sense Isla’s presence beside him—a warmth, a steadiness, a hint of lavender from her earlier privilege—but the protocol denied him the chance to look at her, to offer anything but the posture he’d been prescribed.

A nurse made a final inspection—collar tags squared, nappies checked one last time, mitts and cuffs confirmed. Each finding was entered aloud, the public nature of the humiliation made absolute by repetition. “U432: compliant, posture correct, awaiting sequence. F301: privilege deferred, composure model.”

The final preparations were complete. The tokens, cold and untouched, lay in perfect alignment. The audience leaned forward, waiting. The air vibrated with the knowledge that the point was not reward, but the performance of refusal—the act of being chosen only to be denied, of being held on the edge of hope and then left correct, untouched, and unseen.

The ritual was set. The only thing left was to begin.

The ritual began not with movement, but with silence—a held breath, a hush that stretched and gathered itself around the dais. Every eye behind the glass, every stylus, every institutional process seemed to pause, the potential for reward hovering above the tray in the form of untouched metal.

The lead nurse, standing between Elias and Isla, raised the first token for the gallery, holding it at shoulder height so it caught the theatre’s bright lights. The Hall’s crest glimmered; the engraved code below—impersonal, a designation, not a name. She explained, for the record and the donors, “Tokens are offered for compliance, but acceptance is not permitted without express instruction. The lesson is restraint, not indulgence. The act of refusal is the virtue measured here.”

She turned first to Elias, her gaze flat and clinical, as if searching for fault before the ritual even began. “U432, present gag.” Her voice cut through the hush, its command ceremonial, already recorded by the overhead microphones.

Elias’s breath faltered behind the hood. He raised his mittened hands, awkward in their encasement, and offered his mouth forward, jaw slackening in the practiced gesture that had become both surrender and pride. The nurse reached for the gag—panel style, broad and heavy, the interior cool and rubbery as it filled his mouth. She fastened it with a deliberate slowness, each strap tightened until it pressed his cheeks, stretching the corners of his lips, denying any chance of speech or supplication.

“Token presentation.” The words were intoned, almost ritual. The nurse held the token inches from Elias’s mouth, close enough to be seen, never close enough to touch. “Not for you,” she declared, her voice amplified for the donors, her tone gentle, final, and absolute. She placed the token back onto the tray, directly in his line of sight, then reached to test the seal of the gag—her thumb pressing lightly at his jaw, ensuring he could not plead for what was withheld.

Elias’s pulse thundered in his ears, but he forced stillness—thighs pressed wide, breath steady through his nose, the humiliation of the refusal settling into the familiar ache of exposure. The donors watched intently; some leaned in, jotting notes or murmuring among themselves. The act of denial was as carefully orchestrated as any punishment, and the shame that settled on him was not sharp but dull—a blanket that both stifled and comforted, familiar as a mantra.

The nurse turned to Isla. Her movements, though just as precise, carried a shade more ceremony—every gesture a choreography of care. “F301, token offered.” She lifted the second token from the tray, holding it in both hands before Isla’s bowed head. “Virtue is in refusal. Hands folded. No reaching. Posture perfect.”

Isla’s eyes flickered for a moment, her breath drawing in slow and steady. She did not look at the token, but at a point just past it, gaze softened by submission. Her hands remained folded, shoulders relaxed, knees pressed together as she knelt on the stool, posture the model of what the Hall required. The nurse placed the token on the small tray before Isla, the metal clicking softly as it landed—an invitation, a test, a public measure.

“Do not accept,” the nurse instructed, her words gentle but carrying the weight of the Hall’s command. “The virtue is in patience, not acquisition. The discipline is in the empty hand.”

Isla’s composure never wavered. She did not flinch, did not even seem tempted by the gleam of the token. Instead, she closed her eyes for a heartbeat, exhaling quietly, her acceptance of denial both visible and serene. The donors watched this just as closely, some scribbling: “Composure exceptional,” “Virtue visible in breath,” “No sign of anticipation.” The staff nodded, logging each second of stillness, every micro-movement of Isla’s fingers, every measured breath.

The nurse recited for the record: “F301: offered, not accepted. U432: offered, refused. Compliance optimal. Virtue of refusal observed in both.”

There was no praise, no reward beyond the absence of censure. The tokens remained on their trays, untouched, gleaming reminders of what could have been granted but was not. The air grew denser, the theatre’s light colder and harder as the ritual reached its plateau.

The donors were prompted on their tablets to rate the “quality of refusal.” Categories slid by: composure, patience, posture, humility. A few entered commentary for the record: “Excellent restraint.” “Model discipline—no sign of resentment.” “Refusal executed with grace.”

The ritual was all observation, all exposure—no comfort, no softening, only the clean satisfaction of protocol followed to the letter. Elias, gagged and upright, felt the tension in his thighs subside, a relief that came not from reward but from the certainty that nothing more would be asked of him, nothing granted, nothing lost. Isla’s presence beside him—serene, withheld, luminous with the calm of virtue—only sharpened the sense of occasion. In the Hall, it was not the receiving but the refusing that counted; to be correct was to be empty-handed, unchosen, left waiting and watched.

The tokens stayed where they had been placed. The audience observed, measured, and found the ritual complete.

The act of refusal, once played out, did not end; it rippled outwards, turning into a web of data, documentation, and softly voiced assessment. The room, which had felt suspended in ceremonial hush, resumed its pulse—each stylus a metronome, each whisper a ripple of institutional intent. The tokens remained in view, untouched, and the focus shifted to what could be made of the refusal itself: how it was logged, recorded, and transformed into evidence.

The lead nurse, positioned at the dais’s edge, drew a tablet from her apron and began the liturgy of narration. “Session: Token Game. U432: token offered, not awarded. Presenting gag, compliance immediate, posture correct. No attempt to reach. F301: token offered, not accepted. Hands folded, posture correct, no anticipation.” Her tone was precise, neither kind nor cold, the language of procedure enshrining the moment for future review.

A junior nurse circled, stopping first at Elias. She pressed a gloved hand to the side of his jaw, checking the seal of the gag. Her eyes flickered across his hooded face, searching for a tremor or a twitch that might speak of hidden longing or resentment. “Micro-tremor: none. Pulse: elevated at refusal event, stabilising within compliance window. Plug: responsive, no leak.” Each finding was entered in the public log, transmitted in real time to the display above the stage. Numbers scrolled past—pulse, posture, leak status, compliance percentage—a public inventory of what could not be touched or wanted.

Another nurse paused at Isla, crouching to her level. She examined Isla’s hands, unfolded her fingers, checked nails and wrists for the faintest sign of tension. “F301: composure steady, skin cool, emotional affect calm. No micro-movement toward token.” She recorded Isla’s breathing—slow, measured, a minor spike as the tray was placed, then a return to institutional serenity.

For the donors, these details were drama. They leaned in, scrolling through compliance graphs and real-time commentary. One murmured, “You see? Discipline is its own reward.” Another, voice lower, “It’s always the refusal, never the giving, that shows who can be trusted.” Their screens prompted for feedback: “Did the refusal demonstrate virtue?” “Was the patient’s composure improved from previous sessions?” “Is the protocol sufficiently clear in its refusal to reward?”

At the side of the dais, the supervisor updated the rota board:

U432: Token Game—denial maintained. Compliance: 99%.

F301: Token Game—privilege withheld. Composure: 100%.

The scores shone in amber and green, public proof that what had not happened was, in this place, just as meaningful as what had.

The nurse, returning to centre stage, addressed both patients not by name, but by function. “You have both performed the virtue of refusal. The tokens remain unclaimed, the record correct. The Hall values compliance above all. The offer is not the gift.”

Elias’s body, locked into posture, registered every word as a fresh layer of tension and release. Beneath the hood, his face burned—not with shame exactly, but with the peculiar relief that came with being passed over, left behind, made still and correct by absence. He focused on the ache in his jaw, the pressure at his hips, the subtle prickle of sweat beneath the nappy and mitts. The urge to hope for recognition had become, itself, a habit to be refused.

Isla felt the ritual more as light than heat—a glow that traced her posture, rewarded her stillness, left her untouched but quietly aglow with acceptance. She did not long for the token; her hands remained folded, breath slow, the data logged around her like a cocoon. In her head, she repeated the training phrase: “Virtue is patience, not acquisition. My hands remain empty.” The words brought a private comfort, a silent pride that could not be measured, only sensed in the quiet hum of being found enough.

The nurse read aloud the staff note for the record: “The point is not reward, but discipline. The offer, not the gift.” The phrase hung in the air, both promise and warning, a mantra for all those who observed and all those who served.

Metrics continued to scroll—each refusal catalogued, each absence of error or deviation made public. The board showed no deviation, no escalation, only a quiet green tick beside each code: Compliant. Virtue of refusal: observed.

The donors, satisfied, began to log their final scores. The soft tap of styluses, the shifting of feet behind the glass, and the buzz of data uploading marked the slow end of the demonstration. The tokens, untouched, now seemed almost weightless, transformed from prizes into relics—proof that in this Hall, the greatest display was not in what could be won, but in how gracefully one could endure not being chosen.

For Elias and Isla, the moment became its own discipline—a lesson written not in reward, but in the careful, clinical accumulation of data, silence, and empty hands.

The demonstration, complete in its refusal, did not dissipate so much as crystallise. The untouched tokens remained in the pool of clinical light at centre stage, their metallic surfaces shining, not as prizes but as reminders of what had been deliberately withheld. For a long moment, the room seemed to wait—every participant, every witness, complicit in the slow, public confirmation of discipline.

The lead nurse, eyes on the gallery, took her time approaching the tray. Her movements were studied and unhurried, each step part of the choreography that made every act in the Hall a ritual of documentation. She lifted the tray with both hands, the tokens rattling softly—a chill, metallic sound that echoed through the silent air. She held the tray aloft, turning so that every donor behind the glass could see its contents: every token untouched, every code unclaimed.

“Session outcome: tokens offered, none awarded. Compliance through refusal. Privilege not exercised.” Her voice, projected for the room, had a formality that stopped just short of reverence. The statement, at once simple and profound, was entered into the rota log and scrolled instantly to the observation display. “Public Token Game: denial maintained. Virtue observed.”

The donors responded not with applause, but with a kind of satisfied murmur—a ripple of whispered approval and the subtle click of styluses entering scores. Some exchanged glances, brief nods, a hint of private understanding. The murmurs were a language unto themselves:

—“She never reached.”

—“Not even a flinch.”

—“That’s the point—discipline made visible.”

Others noted Elias’s posture—how his shoulders, tense at first, had softened into perfect stillness at the moment his token was withheld; how his eyes, invisible behind the hood, seemed nonetheless to reflect an almost visible relief.

Staff circulated the perimeter, collecting feedback from donors and logging comments into the institutional record. One nurse stood near the entrance, recording the public verdict in a low, steady voice: “Both patients—compliant, no deviation. Public denial performed. Tokens returned unused.”

At the dais, the junior nurse stepped forward, lifting Isla’s tray as well—her movements slow, deliberate, the act of removal as much a lesson as the earlier offering. The token was displayed, then replaced onto the main tray, never once coming into contact with Isla’s hand. The symbolism was absolute: proximity without possession, invitation without fulfilment.

Elias and Isla remained as they were, posture perfect, hands displayed, composure unbroken. Each felt the moment differently: for Isla, a warm, floating calm—pride in her stillness, a sense that her refusal had been both a gift and a commandment. For Elias, a low, clean ache of relief—his exposure justified, his lack turned into virtue, the pain of not being chosen eclipsed by the comfort of having nothing more to lose.

The donors, satisfied, reviewed their scores on the observation board:

—F301: Virtue 10/10, Refusal: exemplary

—U432: Compliance 9/10, No protest, Stillness maintained

Metrics flickered and were saved to the patient files, each number a proof of obedience that would be read, months from now, as a measure of success.

The nurse at the rota board updated the session status with a final tap:

“Token Game: compliance ↑, denial maintained. No privileges granted. Session closed.”

ID pins slid smoothly from “Token Game” to “Awaiting Next Use,” their motion as final and impersonal as the session itself.

Before the exit, the tray of unused tokens was set on a display plinth—visible through the corridor window as both a warning and a relic. Staff and donors passed it as they left, some pausing to regard the tokens, others barely glancing, as if to say that the greatest achievement was not in accumulation, but in being seen to refuse.

The final atmosphere was one of resolved tension—no celebration, only the certainty of having witnessed discipline enacted to perfection. The air was still clinical, faintly metallic, the tokens cooling now as the lights above the dais dimmed. For Isla, the absence of reward became a quiet power; for Elias, the empty ache in his jaw and the calm in his belly fused into a new mantra: Virtue is refusal. The offer, not the gift. I am not permitted. I am correct.

The ritual had become, by its end, not just a test, but a confirmation—of the Hall’s appetite, of their own endurance, of the strange, potent power of being left wanting, and yet never lessened by what was denied.

The theatre’s lights, which had been cold and unwavering throughout the session, dimmed by a fraction—subtle enough that it might be missed, save for the way every shadow seemed to lengthen across the vinyl and glass. In this new hush, the last acts of the ritual unfolded, slow and measured, as if to grant each moment its due gravity.

Staff moved with deliberate efficiency: one nurse stepping forward to check Isla’s cuffs and guide her gently to her feet, another approaching Elias with a hand at his shoulder, fingers pressing just enough to remind him of his place. Neither was hurried. The air in the theatre had settled into the kind of silence that lives only at the end of an ordeal: not relief, but something harder—a satisfaction born from perfect, mutual denial.

“F301, session complete,” the nurse said, her voice low for the log but audible to the donors. She led Isla from the dais, walking her slowly along the corridor edge, tunic draped over her arm, comfort withheld until the privacy of her suite. Isla’s gaze remained lowered, the poise in her shoulders never breaking, the stillness of her hands signalling that the virtue required in the theatre could be carried quietly back to the routines of the ward.

Elias was held on the dais a moment longer. The nurse who steadied him waited for the rota supervisor’s nod, then unbuckled his mitts with slow precision, her hands cool and practiced, fingers working each strap free. She checked the seal of the gag, confirming the fit, before guiding his posture one last time—spine straight, collar tag gleaming, eyes cast down to the scuffed patch of vinyl at his knees.

“U432, session complete,” she said, recording his compliance for the file. She unclipped the leash from the floor ring, then attached it to his collar, the faint click echoing like punctuation in the nearly empty room.

Behind them, the tray of unused tokens had been placed on a plinth by the exit, visible to any who passed—its presence a subtle warning, a relic of virtue performed in public. The donors filed past, some pausing to regard the tokens, others departing with a final tap on their tablets, each movement entered as a line in the Hall’s endless log.

The rota board glowed above the corridor:

“Token Game: compliance ↑, denial maintained. No privileges granted. Session closed.”

Both patient IDs, once bright with anticipation, now sat beneath the label “Awaiting Next Use”—a verdict as clean as it was impersonal.

The final procession was silent. Isla was led through the right-hand door, Elias through the left, their paths diverging into separate wings of the ward. As Elias walked, the cold of the corridor wrapped around his bare skin, each step a study in aftermath: thighs aching from restraint, jaw tight from the gag, heart oddly light in his chest. There was no sense of loss—only a profound, institutional emptiness, the sense of having been made correct not by what was given, but by what was never his to begin with.

The nurse led him to his suite, logging his arrival, the ritual of compliance carried to the last detail. He was helped to kneel on the mat, posture blocks applied, collar checked and tag squared. The leash was unclipped, and the nurse stood, observing him for a final moment before speaking softly—her voice not cruel, not kind, simply absolute.

“Virtue observed. Protocol held. Await next use.”

She turned, leaving him kneeling in the centre of the room, the soft hiss of the door sealing the silence around him.

For a moment, Elias let the emptiness fill him—no hope, no shame, only the knowledge that denial, here, was the truest virtue, and that his service had been both seen and preserved. The rota board, visible through the small window, ticked to a new cycle, the record of the session already moving from memory to data, from performance to precedent.

He remained still, letting the day’s ritual echo through his body: the cold ring of the tokens, the flat refusal of the offer, the weight of the Hall’s gaze transformed into a kind of strange, sustaining care.

Somewhere in the darkness, a staff member updated his file with the words:

“Compliant. Refusal perfected. Ready for further denial.”

The ritual was closed. The Hall, sated, turned its attention elsewhere—already hungry for the next act of discipline, the next perfect moment of refusal, the next empty hand raised for the gallery, correct in its lack.


Chapter 10: No-Hands Service

Morning in the Hall was always marked by cold efficiency—a choreography of rousing, checking, prepping, and moving bodies along the rota’s unyielding tracks. For Elias, today began with the familiar hand at his collar and the soft hiss of filtered air as the door slid open before the lights were fully up. He surfaced from a shallow, fractured sleep already aware of the pressure in his hips and shoulders, the stale warmth beneath the nappy, the latex taste of the night’s panel gag. The nurse who roused him spoke only to the record: “U432, compliance cycle—No-Hands Service. Prepare.”

She helped him up by the elbow, guiding him to kneel on the edge of the mat while she checked his tag and collar, pressing her fingers against his throat to feel the pulse—her grip unhurried, her eyes never meeting his. The light overhead was cool and blue, sharp enough to reveal every mark on his skin. “Nappy: moderate damp. Plug: seated. Tag: legible.” The words were entered on her tablet, and with a brisk tap, she released his collar from the wall leash and attached it to the lead. She worked a pair of thick, padded mitts onto his hands, strapping each one tight enough that even flexing his fingers became impossible. He was now, for the day, without hands—every small act of care, every ritual gesture, denied.

He was marched down the corridor, the quiet of early hours broken only by the distant shuffle of other patients being readied, the squeak of trainers on vinyl, and the hiss of sterilising spray from the night shift cleaners. Doors stood open on other suites, staff visible in brief flashes—checking, logging, moving with the clean choreography of the rota. At each junction, the nurse called out his ID for the benefit of cameras and staff alike: “U432. Procedure bay.”

The procedure bay was set for demonstration, every surface gleaming, the air bracing with its chill and the undertone of lemon-scented disinfectant. Overhead, the rota board displayed NO-HANDS SERVICE in large block letters, the session code already logged. Staff stood ready, their uniforms crisp, badges clipped to lapels. Donors gathered behind the observation glass, their expressions a blend of expectation and analytical detachment, tablets already in hand.

A series of stations awaited: at one, a low padded bench for restraint demonstration; at another, a tray holding various gags, plugs, straps, and wipes. Everything was laid out with military precision—nothing superfluous, every prop designed for ease of display and protocol compliance.

The nurse positioned Elias in the centre of the bay, turning him to face the donors. She gave a quick tug to his leash, then unbuckled the panel gag, letting it drop to the tray with a quiet clatter. The taste of latex and saliva lingered, his jaw aching as he worked it silently. “U432, gag removed for pre-service check,” she announced, her voice pitched for the gallery and the rota log.

Two nurses approached with gloved hands, inspecting him as if he were a specimen on a plinth. “Collar: secure. Tag: visible. Nappy: damp but intact, no soiling. Plug: base inspected—correct.” Each statement was logged aloud, each finding entered on the rotating board in the observation bay. Another nurse checked the hood, her fingers slipping beneath the edge to ensure no skin was pinched and the airflow remained unobstructed.

They checked the fit of the mitts, one nurse gently lifting Elias’s arm by the elbow, then letting it fall to test the dead weight. “No grip. Total utility. Ready for station sequence.” Her verdict was matter-of-fact, neither kind nor humiliating—just another line in the Hall’s inventory.

Elias’s breathing slowed as the final checks were completed. He felt the chill of the air against his bare thighs, the numb pressure where the plug’s base pressed between his legs, the shivering anticipation that came from being so publicly reduced to function. Every detail of his preparation was witnessed, recorded, and rendered into data. He was not praised, not scolded, not comforted—simply moved, checked, and arrayed for use.

The staff reviewed the session’s checklist. A supervisor—hair cropped close, voice clipped—summarised for the room: “Demonstration: No-Hands Service. Patient U432, utility tier, full restraint. Compliance is measured by anticipation, posture, and execution. No reward for speed or ease. All data entered in real time.”

A nurse fetched the demonstration gag, holding it in the palm of her hand, waiting for the next command. Donors behind the glass watched every gesture, tablets blinking as they opened the session’s scoring fields: “presentation quality,” “anticipation,” “obedience under full restraint.” The nurse nodded to the rota board operator, who pressed a button, activating a countdown timer. The session was ready to begin.

Elias knelt, posture as perfect as training allowed, arms arranged at his sides, mitts heavy and useless in his lap. He kept his gaze on the edge of the tray, letting the sensory data wash over him—lights, cold, the soft shuffle of nurses, the distant click of the rota board. There was nothing left of the man but readiness, nothing left to hope for but the satisfaction of having been perfectly prepared for use.

The ritual of the No-Hands Service had begun. Every act from here would be logged, measured, and transformed into the quiet, unacknowledged virtue of utility.

The session began with the nurse’s first command, her voice amplified through the bay by a ceiling speaker for clarity and record. “U432, present for demonstration. Remain silent. Hands to sides. Await instruction.” The language was formal, stripped of even the possibility of comfort, each word shaped by the institution’s appetite for ceremony.

Elias obeyed, bowing his head, pressing his mittened hands flat against his thighs. The sensation was unfamiliar: he was accustomed to the loss of dexterity, the cool pressure of latex and leather, but now—without the option even of clumsy participation—his arms felt like appendages that belonged to someone else. Every reflex to fidget, adjust, or assist had been taken from him. He was left with the discipline of posture, the steadiness of breath.

A nurse guided him to the first station—a low, padded bench before the glass, visible to every donor and every camera. “U432, kneel. Back straight.” She adjusted his position with two quick taps to his shoulder, guiding him with clinical indifference. “Prepare to present gag.”

Elias opened his mouth wide, lips trembling as he held the posture for inspection. A second nurse displayed the panel gag for the donors—a clean, matte surface, the inside gleaming with disinfectant. “Observe: no anticipation, no resistance,” the nurse narrated for the record. She pressed the gag into Elias’s mouth, her thumb bracing his jaw as the rubber panel slid past his teeth, then buckled the straps tight, her fingers efficient and unhurried. Elias felt the familiar ache as the corners of his lips stretched, saliva pooling beneath the plate. He let his tongue rest flat, breath funnelled through his nose, the ritual of presentation completed in perfect, voiceless stillness.

The nurse ran her thumb along his jaw, checking the seal, then stepped back. “Seal: perfect. No complaint, no movement.” Her tone was flat, the comment a note in the file rather than praise. For the donors, the display of efficiency was the only reward.

He was repositioned—nudged by taps, held by the elbow, guided by the nurse’s hand at his collar. At the second station, a plug inspection: Elias was ordered to turn, arch his back, spread his knees wide on the padded block, and wait as the nurse pressed the nappy down at the rear. “Patient presents for plug inspection—no hands, full compliance.” She lifted the waistband, exposing the base of the plug, pressing once, twice to check the seating, then releasing with a gentle click. “No movement, no resistance.” Every gesture was performed for the gallery, logged and scored as another act of submission.

At the third station, a strap demonstration: Elias was made to sit on the bench, legs spread wide, arms behind him. The nurses worked as a team—one fitting a belt across his chest, another securing the thigh straps, a third checking the angle of his head so the collar tag was clearly visible. All the while, Elias could do nothing but remain pliant, bracing himself as each restraint was tightened, the mitts dead weight at his sides.

Throughout the ritual, the nurses spoke only to each other and to the observers, never to Elias. Every instruction was relayed by touch or command, every correction made with brisk efficiency. “Chin down. Knees wider. Hold still.” Their hands were clinical, their voices stripped of warmth. No word was wasted, no praise given. The act of being handled—turned, pressed, buckled—was its own language, one that Elias had learned to answer only with stillness.

The donors watched, tablets in hand, scrolling through live compliance scores and notes. On their screens, prompts appeared:

“Rate: Anticipation – None / Minimal / Present”

“Rate: Compliance – Flawless / Corrected / Needs Training”

Each data point was a verdict, each observation a thread in the larger fabric of Elias’s erasure. His value was determined by how well he disappeared into use, how completely he surrendered to the demands of the protocol.

The nurses moved him to the final station: a full inspection. “U432, stand. Mitts forward.” He complied, stepping onto the cold vinyl, arms held out, posture checked for the final demonstration. A nurse walked around him, fingers tracing the edge of each restraint, pressing the nappy, checking the collar. “Patient ready for cleaning, ready for return.” She addressed the donors directly: “Observe utility at rest—no reward, only readiness.”

Elias stood, heart pounding, sweat cooling on his skin. There was no sense of accomplishment, only the distant comfort of having been used exactly as required. The absence of hands was total—no gesture, no assistance, no claim to self beyond the perfection of obedience.

Each step of the ritual was logged, scored, and displayed in real time, the evidence of his submission written into the Hall’s memory. Every action was both erasure and confirmation: he was only what the rota required—correct, compliant, and empty-handed.

The next phase of the ritual was all demonstration, a slow, public choreography in which every step was performed for eyes that saw only data and obedience. Elias, positioned by the main inspection station, became both patient and apparatus—body mapped, numbered, every act of submission a lesson for the gallery.

The lead nurse circled him once, stylus in hand, her voice calm and resonant. “Observe: U432, hands fully sealed, service under full restraint. Presenting for demonstration.” She moved to his side, checking the angle of his chin, the set of his knees, the way his mitts lay flat and useless at his thighs. “No deviation, no assistance.” Her words were logged, her stylus tapping brisk notes that scrolled immediately to the rota display and the donor tablets beyond the glass.

At the far end of the bay, a junior nurse prepped the demonstration gag—a broad panel, straps gleaming, the surface wiped in front of the audience. “U432, present.” The command, always the same, required no name, no familiarity. Elias opened his mouth as wide as the mitts would allow, tongue pressed flat, eyes lowered, posture correct. The nurse fitted the gag, buckling it tight, her hands clinical and quick. The seal was checked; her thumb pressed at the corners of his lips, the sound of latex and saliva noted but not commented upon.

The rota board updated in real time: “Gag presented: 9/10, seal: perfect. Anticipation: none.” Donors tapped their screens, entering scores, some watching for the tiniest tremor—an intake of breath, a shiver at the nape. Those, too, were logged: “Micro-movement: negligible. Compliance: sustained.”

Elias was shifted to the next station. Here, the plug inspection was repeated: the nappy peeled back, the plug’s base checked, the position of his hips logged. “Patient presents for inspection—no resistance, posture held.” The nurse’s gloved hand pressed at the plug, tested for any shift or tension, then released, her touch never lingering, her gaze already on the data. “U432: no assistance required. Plug: correct. Stillness: absolute.”

At each new demonstration, the ritual was the same: instruction given, posture assumed, compliance measured. When a thigh strap slipped, a nurse corrected it with a word and a tug, logging the minor failure: “Correction: right thigh, anticipation delayed, compliance restored.” Another scored his response: “Correction accepted without protest, learning curve optimal.” No error escaped documentation; no success was greeted with praise, only a line of data, a new number added to his institutional ledger.

Donors were invited to submit “execution elegance” scores—how smoothly Elias presented himself, how efficiently he braced, knelt, or stood without need for prompting. On their screens, colour-coded sliders tracked the session’s progression: green for flawless, amber for corrected, red for any hesitation or visible discomfort. “Utility: maximum,” one donor typed. Another: “Obedience elegant, resistance absent.” Each remark scrolled across the staff tablets, confirming the Hall’s appetite for demonstration was being met.

The nurses moved with ritual care, hands guiding, correcting, adjusting, their touch always impersonal. When Elias hesitated for a moment—struggling to balance with his arms bound behind, unable to find purchase on the slippery vinyl—the nurse logged a small mark against his code: “Posture recovery: 2 seconds, compliance restored.” Another staff member narrated for the gallery: “Even when correction is needed, no protest. Patient offers no resistance. Model compliance.”

Every step of the ritual was a performance of absence—of voice, of agency, of anything that might be mistaken for pride or initiative. The mitts, the gag, the posture blocks, the constant presence of staff and donors all conspired to make Elias less a man than an object—a tool whose only value lay in how well it could be wielded, how perfectly it faded into function.

Elias felt the scrutiny as a weight, a low ache in his chest and belly, each score another small cut, another proof that there was nothing left of him but compliance. There was no hope of praise, only the dull pride of not failing—of being found sufficient, if never celebrated. His pulse slowed as the session wore on, his body finding the strange comfort of routine, his mind shrinking to a single, repeating mantra: I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

The demonstration closed with a full-body check: Elias stood, knees and elbows checked, collar tag straightened, nappy pressed flat, mitts tested one final time for integrity. “Patient: ready for return. All metrics within compliance. No reward—utility is its own purpose.” The rota board chirped, logging the session’s end, the staff leader entering the final score:

“U432: No-Hands Service. Execution elegance: 9.5/10. Compliance: total.”

The donors rose from their seats, some pausing to review the last numbers, others satisfied with the evidence of submission and skill. The staff reset the bay, the gags and props wiped and returned to their trays, every sign of the ritual erased save for the numbers in the log and the memory of the spectacle.

Elias remained where he was, breathing slow, body humming with the echo of use. There was no celebration, only the certainty that he had, for a moment, been perfectly what the Hall required: silent, efficient, correct.

The session wound down with the methodical certainty that marked all things in the Hall: no flourish, no applause, only the quiet, bureaucratic choreography of completion. The donors, having recorded their verdicts, drifted from their vantage behind the glass, their conversations low and satisfied. Staff moved through the procedure bay, resetting props, checking equipment, returning every object to its correct place as if nothing unusual had happened at all.

For Elias, the sense of conclusion brought no relief—only the awareness of a different kind of exposure. He was not dismissed with praise or even a nod, but with a final sequence of checks, each as impersonal as the ones before. The lead nurse approached, stylus in hand, reviewing the accumulated data with a critical eye. “Session summary: U432—utility maximised. No-Hands Service: execution flawless, corrections minimal, no protest, no deviation.” She circled him, pausing at his shoulder to tug at the mitts, confirming their tightness, then at his hip to press the nappy, then at his jaw to check the fit of the gag.

“Competence is utility, not pride,” she announced to the remaining staff, her words pitched as much for the benefit of the closing log as for any human audience. “Patient performed all tasks as required, no reward necessary. This is the function of the utility tier—flawless in submission, total in use.” The finality in her voice was neither cold nor affectionate; it was simply the clinical perfection of an institution that required only correctness, not spirit.

Elias heard the words, but felt them less as language and more as a soft, heavy pressure settling into his chest. To be flawless here was not to rise, but to vanish—his value now entirely in his absence of resistance, his total transparency as a tool. He realised, with a hollow kind of pride, that the more perfectly he executed each task, the less he would be noticed, the less he would be remembered outside the scroll of data on the rota board.

A nurse, wiping down the last bench, spoke quietly as she worked. “No reward for perfection. The object is utility, not achievement.” She logged her comment, the words appearing in real time on the display above Elias’s head:

No-Hands Service: patient correct.

Obedience is its own record.

Object used, object returned.

Donors’ comments echoed this sentiment, scrolling past in the session archive.

—“Obedience without ambition—model.”

—“Best demonstration of pure utility to date.”

—“Denial preserved even in competence. The object is function.”

Some noted the “elegance” of Elias’s submission, but always as a lesson, never as a form of personhood or possibility.

Staff gathered at the bay’s edge, reviewing the scores, discussing which acts would be preserved for future training. “Best example is at timestamp fourteen-twenty—note how patient moves into position with zero anticipation,” one pointed out, logging the clip for the Hall’s archive. Another replied, “Yes, the way he presents the gag, the absence of even a tremor. Useful for new staff to see.” The entire ritual became not a moment of individual accomplishment, but a template—a standard for how objects should behave, how hands should remain idle, how bodies should move when they no longer belong to themselves.

For Elias, the moment had the sharpness of humiliation and the ache of relief. He felt no desire for praise—such things had been taken from him long ago—but the certainty of having served, of having left no mark, of having become exactly the vessel the Hall required, brought a dark, clean satisfaction. It was not pleasure, but it was an end, a reason to exhale and let the tension bleed away.

A final nurse stepped forward, her touch gentle but impersonal as she checked his gag, straightened his collar, and ran her palm down his spine, confirming posture one last time. “All correct,” she murmured, more to herself than to him. “Return to suite. Prepare for next use.” She logged the command, and another nurse approached to take his leash, guiding him to the side of the bay.

As Elias was led from the room, the lights dimmed, the rota board flickered, and the bay’s props vanished into cupboards and drawers. His hands, still sealed in mitts, felt colder now—heavier, more distant. The door closed behind him, the echo of the demonstration lingering in the air. His own perfection was now nothing more than a series of numbers, a clip for the next training session, a line in the rota that would be forgotten the moment it was superseded by another act of use.

Humiliation, here, was not found in failure, but in the seamlessness of his own disappearance—obedience so total it left nothing of him behind but the clean record of his own utility.

The lights in the procedure bay dimmed one final increment, casting a silvery gloss across the surfaces and outlining Elias’s figure in a sharp relief that had nothing of intimacy in it. The last staff moved quietly, their footsteps a faint rhythm on the vinyl. Donors were already filing out, their commentary and ratings flickering across the digital board—data now shifting from drama to archive, the appetite of the Hall satisfied for another cycle.

Elias remained in the centre of the bay, mitts heavy on his thighs, gag pressing firmly at the corners of his mouth, hood sealing away all peripheral vision. The nurse who had guided him through the ritual returned for the final checks, clipboard and stylus in hand. She walked a slow circle, eyes moving over every strap and seam, posture block and buckle, confirming the integrity of his restraint.

She paused behind him, fitting her fingers beneath the collar and tugging the tag so it faced directly outwards for the last recording. “Tag: U432. Collar: secure. Gag: fitted. Mitts: sealed. Nappy: intact, plug seated.” Each declaration was entered into the rota log, every word flattening him further into objecthood.

A supervisor approached, nodding at the nurse before reviewing the digital rota board on the wall. “Service complete. Patient returned to suite. Compliance: total.” She pressed a button, and the board chirped as Elias’s ID pin moved from “No-Hands Service” to “Awaiting Next Use,” the institutional ritual closed with that single, impersonal click.

The nurse unclipped the leash from the wall, reattaching it to Elias’s collar with an efficient, practiced motion. She guided him to stand, nudging his knees with the edge of her clipboard until he was perfectly upright. “Step,” she said, never using his name. Elias shuffled forward, the mitts rendering every movement clumsy and childlike. The sensation of being led, of being guided without question or protest, settled in him like a cool blanket—a stillness that was both comfort and exposure, the body’s relief at being used well and completely.

They paused at the threshold. Another nurse checked the corridor—clear, silent—then nodded. The nurse led Elias into the hall, her grip at his elbow firm, never affectionate. Each step was echoed by the relay clicks of doors closing behind them, by the distant hum of a rota printer, by the nearly inaudible whirr of the observation camera tracking their passage.

Back in his suite, the door hissed closed, sealing him into a small square of silence. The nurse guided him to kneel at the mat, checked his posture one last time, then worked at the straps of the mitts. One by one, the buckles fell away, the mitts peeled from his hands, leaving his fingers numb, cold, and awkwardly free. She left the gag in place, the last mark of the ritual, and clipped the leash to the wall ring before making her final notation: “U432: returned. Restraint maintained. Await next compliance cycle.”

She left him with no word, no gesture, not even a backward glance. The lock on the door clicked, the lights in the suite dimmed, and the rota board outside flickered as data uploaded—the record of the session now archived, Elias’s perfection receding into a landscape of numbers and compliance charts.

Alone, Elias knelt, feeling the slow, electric fizz of blood returning to his hands, the gentle ache in his jaw, the warmth and itch beneath the nappy. His body, once so thoroughly managed and arranged, now existed in a liminal state—free of immediate use, but not restored to ownership. His role as object was undiminished, even in solitude.

He watched the faint light of the rota display shift and settle outside his window, the data scroll confirming that he was, for now, invisible—his utility only acknowledged in the certainty that he had left nothing behind but the perfect record of his own obedience.

In this quiet, Elias found a strange peace: there was no longing, no pride, no hope—only the fact of his own disappearance, the knowledge that, in the Hall’s logic, the most complete form of service was to be forgotten, even as the data of his obedience endured.

The cycle would begin again soon. For now, he closed his eyes, the silence of the Hall settling over him, the weight of his own restraint replaced by the softer, heavier hush of having been used well—correct, compliant, unthanked, and alone.


Chapter 11: The Donor’s Question — Beat Plan

The morning found Elias in darkness, a quiet punctuated only by the faint hum of air recirculating through the overhead vents. He was roused by the familiar, gentle pressure of a gloved hand at his shoulder—a command issued not in words, but in the inevitability of protocol. “U432. Wake. Compliance cycle commencing.” The nurse’s voice, even at its softest, carried the clipped tone of someone who has spoken every command a thousand times.

Elias blinked into the low blue of institutional dawn, the walls of his suite already vibrating with the first relay clicks of the rota. His mind, still thick with the dreamless exhaustion of submission, moved slowly—orienting itself first by sensation: the bite of the plug, the dense heat beneath the nappy, the dull ache in his jaw from a night spent gagged and silent.

He did not resist as the nurse checked his collar, two fingers slipping beneath the tag to confirm the code. “U432. Collar—secure. Tag—legible.” Each observation was logged aloud and entered onto her tablet. She unfastened the night gag, wiped the slick from his chin with a cold square of gauze, then pressed a cup to his lips, allowing him three measured sips of water—enough to ease the dryness, never enough to slake his thirst.

The preparation was both intimate and impersonal. Elias was stood, guided with a hand at his elbow, and stripped of his tunic—folded and set aside for laundering, never to be worn again that week. His nappy was checked, then replaced: the old one drawn down with a brisk, efficient motion, his skin cleaned with a cool wipe, the new nappy drawn up, taped tight, and checked at the waistband for fit. Plug remained—no adjustment required. Mitts were fitted over his hands, buckled tight, checked for any slack. The nurse noted, “Mitt application—total. No grip, no deviation.”

As she worked, staff circulated in the corridor, readying other patients for their own cycles. The air was sharper here, tinged with the antiseptic tang of cleaning fluid, the ghost of old soap. Overhead, the rota board clicked to a new hour, the soft green of his code pulsing as his status updated: Gallery Demonstration: Active. A supervisor appeared at the door, clipboard in hand. “U432—move. Procedure bay.”

Elias was led out into the corridor, the leash clipped to his collar, head bowed. Around him, the machinery of the Hall spun into action: staff consulting tablets, donors reviewing the rota through glass, the faintest hum of distant voices and the staccato tap of styluses entering data. The pace was neither hurried nor languid—it was simply the institution’s, as inexorable as weather.

The path to the gallery was lined with glass—reflecting his own image back at him: hoodless, hair limp from sleep, collar and tag bright at his throat, nappy bulky and pale against his thighs. The mitts felt heavier in the chill, the lack of fingers making his hands useless weights at his sides. He walked as he had been taught, posture correct, gait wide and silent, every step logged by the sensor in his collar.

At the entrance to the demonstration bay, he was halted for final inspection. The nurse patted down each strap, lifted his chin for the observation camera, checked his breathing and pulse at the carotid. “Baseline: pulse 68. Respiration—steady. No vocalisation.” Each metric was entered into the rota, every detail recorded for the gallery above.

The bay itself was a theatre of exposure, the ceiling high and rimmed in glass, donors and staff arrayed above like spectators at a ceremony. The floor below was spotless, lit by white, merciless bulbs that made every shadow sharp, every blemish and imperfection clear. A single mat marked the centre of the space; a padded block waited, its vinyl cover still cool from cleaning.

Elias was positioned on the mat, made to kneel upright, thighs parted by the bulk of the nappy, posture blocks fitted at knees and ankles. The nurse pressed her palm to the crown of his head, holding him perfectly still as a second nurse adjusted the angle of his collar tag for the camera above.

Above him, donors assembled behind glass. Some stood, styluses raised; others sat, their faces half-lit by the blue glow of rota displays. Staff circulated at the back, speaking in hushed, efficient voices. Every action in the bay below was visible to the gallery—every micro-expression, every tremor or hesitation logged and scored for the Hall’s endless appetite.

The ritual was clear. Elias existed now only as an example, a body positioned beneath the weight of institutional gaze, a subject prepared for interrogation and measurement. He felt the scrutiny as a weight in his chest, the coolness of the mat beneath his knees grounding him in the present even as his mind reached for the comfort of old mantras: I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

The nurse gave the final instruction for the record: “U432, compliant. Demonstration bay—ready for question.” Above, a microphone flicked on, the small red LED glowing at the edge of the gallery. The theatre was set; Elias was ready for whatever question the Hall chose to make of him.

The glass gallery above the bay settled into a hush as the demonstration began in earnest. Donors leaned forward, styluses poised, eyes bright in the reflected wash of rota data. The supervisor in charge tapped her mic—amplifying the stillness, rendering every breath, every shuffle, every mechanical whirr of the rota board as crisp and public as a bell. For Elias, kneeling beneath that gaze, the space felt both immense and suffocating; the white light made his skin prickle, the hardness of the mat beneath his knees fusing pain and relief in a single, binding sensation.

Staff called out the opening ritual: “Gallery demonstration. Question session: commence. Patient U432, compliant. Permission granted to speak when addressed.”

There was a moment’s pause—a beat that hung heavy, laden with the anticipation of observation. Then, with the ritual intact, the supervisor nodded to one of the donors, a woman whose expression was both elegant and unreadable, her posture suggesting the easy authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed.

The donor leaned toward the gallery mic. Her voice, when it came, was soft but perfectly enunciated, carrying to every corner of the bay below. “Does he remember her?”

The words fell with the precision of a dropped stone.

For an instant, the world seemed to narrow. The echo of the question vibrated in the vinyl, in Elias’s spine, in the still air that pressed close around him. He was aware, suddenly, of his own heartbeat—loud in his throat, a hot bloom at the base of his neck.

He had been addressed, and the room waited—every eye on him, every stylus hovering. The nurse at his side knelt, her hand light at his collar, her voice gentle but ritualistic: “U432, you may answer.”

For a moment, Elias’s mouth felt dry, tongue slow and heavy behind his teeth. Speech—so often denied, so rarely permitted—was a distant, awkward freedom. He searched for the answer that would be correct, that would bring no censure, no deviation from the Hall’s logic.

His mind flickered over Sabine’s face: the cool elegance of her jaw, the exactness of her posture, the way her voice could flatten or curl a word to cut or comfort. He remembered, but the memory was already processed, already distant, sanded smooth by the weeks of blackout and the rote of obedience. He recalled the scripts drilled into him—what to say, what to suppress.

He swallowed, throat tight.

“Yes,” he said, the word little more than a hoarse syllable. “I remember Sab—”

But before he could complete her name, the staff nurse interrupted, her hand rising in a silent directive. Her voice, cool and implacable, filled the bay: “Correction for the record. U432 remembers the rule.”

She turned to the donors, addressing them with the clinical certainty that was the Hall’s trademark: “Memory of individual is not protocol. Patient retains only the rule: Obedience. Compliance. Correction. This is the measure.”

There was a brief silence, as the weight of the intervention settled. Elias felt a pulse of relief, a vanishing of shame that mingled uneasily with humiliation. It was easier—he realised—to be steered away from what was personal, to be given the answer rather than to flounder for it, exposed and alone. His hands, still encased in mitts, tightened unconsciously on his thighs, his breath coming steadier now as the nurse’s hand pressed at the back of his neck, grounding him.

The donor who had asked the question smiled faintly—a curve of lips that suggested satisfaction, or perhaps disappointment. “So he remembers the rule, and not the person,” she said, voice almost soft. The supervisor above nodded once, approving, entering a line on her tablet:

“Patient demonstrates rule retention. Emotional recall not permitted. Compliance: optimal.”

From the gallery, a ripple of commentary began, styluses tapping, screens flickering with new notes. Some donors looked faintly pleased, others dissatisfied, a few whispering among themselves about the deeper drama of memory and erasure. The staff nurse glanced down at Elias, eyes unreadable. “Obedience is the outcome. Emotion is not the measure.”

Elias bowed his head, the words repeating in the cool, clinical air:

Obedience is the outcome. Emotion is not the measure.

His own pulse slowed, the tension in his jaw lessening as he realised that the test was, for now, over. His memory was not required, only his correctness. The Hall had relieved him of the burden of remembering desire, of holding onto the wound of longing; all that remained was the clean, blameless discipline of the rule.

The nurse marked the moment on her tablet. The demonstration continued, the ritual of scrutiny returning to its usual cadence—every movement, every answer, every silence logged and archived, the theatre of memory reduced to the utility of the script.

Elias exhaled, breath warm in the cold bay. He understood that, in the Hall, it was not what he remembered that mattered, but how perfectly he could forget.

The supervisor’s correction hung in the air, a subtle shift in the gallery’s mood rippling outward from the moment the question had been re-routed from memory to obedience. The staff nurse’s voice was now the clearest sound in the bay, the microphone picking up every syllable, every brush of air. She repeated for the gallery and the log: “For the record, patient U432 remembers the rule. Individual attachment is not retained under this protocol. The measure is compliance, not emotion.”

Donors took up their styluses in near unison, their screens updating with new scoring fields—“Rule retention: yes/no. Emotional deviation: none.” Their murmurs threaded through the gallery glass, but their words never reached Elias; the language of observation was always above him, never for him.

A second staff member—clipboard in hand, posture sharp with the authority of the rota—stepped forward for the demonstration’s next ritual. She addressed the gallery, her voice cool and exact: “We now present data from patient U432’s compliance records. During the blackout period, emotional volatility was monitored and found to decrease. Correction and obedience improved. As per protocol, blackout suppresses individual attachment and strengthens rule memory.” She pressed a button on her tablet, and the data scrolled across the gallery’s main display:

—Compliance index: 97.5%

—Correction speed: 1.3 seconds (mean response time)

—Deviation from script: zero (past seven cycles)

—Emotional spike during ‘Sabine’ protocol: suppressed

—Rule phrase retention: “Obedience. Compliance. Correction.”

The numbers were impressive, almost beautiful in their clinical finality, and the gallery’s faces reflected a collective satisfaction—or, in some, a more nuanced disappointment. One donor, a man with grey at his temples, leaned into his mic and asked, “Is there any risk of memory resurgence after protocol concludes?”

The nurse replied instantly, her words as much for the archive as for the man himself. “All protocols are designed to minimise resurgence. If emotion returns, it is managed through reinforcement cycles and correction. Rule retention is the endpoint.” She gave a small, professional smile, already logging the exchange.

Elias, kneeling below, absorbed each new phrase like a cold draught. The soundscape above—stylus clicks, murmured approval, the occasional note of disappointment—faded to a kind of white noise. What mattered was the nurse’s hand at the nape of his neck, the steady pressure an anchor, a reminder that his only task was to receive, to be measured, to hold still.

He heard the staff summarise the logic of the Hall, not for him, but for the audience:

“Emotion is not the measure. Rule is the outcome. When tested, patient U432 defaults to protocol phrase: ‘Obedience. Compliance. Correction.’ No deviation, no recollection of the individual required. This is the success of the utility protocol.”

Another nurse updated the rota, her stylus flying across the display:

—Patient tested for memory of Sabine: Response—rule phrase only. Emotional response—minimal. Compliance—maximal.

—Outcome: Protocol effective.

Each line flickered above the glass, a slow dance of erasure and control.

The donors were invited to comment; their fields suggested, “Effectiveness of protocol? Satisfaction with emotional erasure? Further tests required?”

Some tapped, “Optimal. No resurgence.”

Others, “Maintain blackout. Consider escalation.”

One, quietly, “There is beauty in this kind of forgetting.”

The room was colder now, the lights on the bay harsh. Elias felt the humiliating comfort of being reduced to data, the twin sting and relief of not being expected to remember, only to recite. He kept his gaze low, chest hollowed by the ritual. The only warmth was in the nurse’s hand at his collar, the quiet certainty of protocol. No one would ever ask him to remember love again—only law.

At the edge of his hearing, the staff nurse marked the moment, clicking her stylus for the log:

“Session: Donor’s Question. Patient response: correct. Rule retained. Compliance window—closed.”

The public display faded, but the numbers remained—saved, immutable, a record of obedience that would endure far longer than any fleeting pulse of feeling. The Hall’s logic was as perfect as it was pitiless: only the rule, never the person; only the data, never the desire.

Elias let the words settle inside him, feeling his own resistance wane, his own memory contract into a single, perfect phrase. He existed now only as a container for the rule—his humiliation documented, his relief made clinical, his longing replaced by the clean, implacable precision of protocol.

As the numbers faded from the gallery’s main screen, so too did the tension in Elias’s chest. For a moment, the air was thinner, easier to draw, as if the simple act of being denied memory—of being told what to remember and, more importantly, what not to—was a mercy as much as a sentence. There was humiliation, yes, in the way the Hall made public his inability, his compliance, his reduction to rule. Yet threaded through that humiliation was a quieter, deeper relief: he was not required to carry longing. He could let Sabine become only a pattern in the data, a name behind a protocol, not a wound to be re-opened at every question.

Kneeling on the mat, posture perfect, collar tag angled for the next log, Elias let his breath even out. Each inhalation was a cold, clinical thing—filtered, scrubbed of scent or memory, carrying only the sharpness of disinfectant and the faint, metallic tang that lived in every institutional space. His hands, still locked in mitts, pressed flat against his thighs, the pressure grounding him, reminding him that, here, sensation itself was a form of service.

He listened to the soft, almost reverent closing of the session above: styluses tapping, donors exchanging low verdicts, the relay click of the rota board as his ID was updated one line lower. For a second, he imagined he could hear Sabine’s voice, distant and echoing in the glass, but the protocol was complete—there would be no intrusion, no comfort, only the institutional hush that came after an ordeal passed.

The nurse at his side removed her hand from his nape, leaving a faint warmth in its wake. She straightened his collar, adjusted the tag once more for the final photograph. The shutter clicked, the flash white and flat, erasing any shadow or nuance from his face. He felt exposed, yet almost grateful for the certainty of it. There could be no ambiguity when the verdict was this clear: memory was a risk, rule was the outcome, and what had once been love was now only compliance, efficient and pure.

A donor above spoke softly into the mic, the words intended as much for the gallery as for the record. “The protocol holds. There is no sense of self beyond the rule.” Another, closer to the glass, added, “It is both beautiful and sad, this transformation.” The staff supervisor nodded, logging their comments as evidence of efficacy, never as sentiment.

The final data points appeared on the observation board, scrolling past in clean, measured lines:

—U432: Compliance—maximal. Emotional deviation—zero. Rule phrase retention—confirmed.

—Session complete. Patient suitable for continued protocol.

The numbers blurred, then vanished, replaced by the rota’s next assignment.

For Elias, the absence of Sabine’s name inside his head was a hollow, ringing space—a wound scabbed over by procedure, by the logic of survival in this place. He mouthed the mantra, only for himself:

I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

The words held a cool power, a shield against the ache that sometimes bloomed in the dark, when the Hall was silent and he was left with nothing but the echo of what he had given up.

Staff moved efficiently to end the demonstration. A nurse knelt, removing the posture blocks, helping Elias shift from the rigid square of exposure to a less formal kneel. “Compliance window closed,” she intoned, voice gentle in its finality. “Return to suite, patient.” She attached the leash, her grip impersonal, her presence the last note of contact before function would become isolation once again.

The donors filed from the gallery, their faces already returning to the soft, analytic calm that preceded the next session. Some looked back, lingering at the glass, a few perhaps feeling a pang of recognition or regret. Most, however, were already discussing the protocol’s effectiveness, the beauty of its precision, the way the Hall’s logic made virtue out of what elsewhere might have been considered loss.

As Elias was led from the bay, the nurse at his elbow offered no comfort—her silence was perfect, her movements all ritual. In the corridor, the rota board flashed once, confirming his new status: Rule retained. Emotional deviation—none. Ready for next use.

Back in his suite, Elias was guided to the mat, posture blocks removed, mitts unbuckled with efficient care. The nurse checked his pulse, smoothed his hair, and made her last notation for the cycle. The door closed behind her, the lock sliding into place with a soft, final click.

For a long while, Elias simply knelt in the fading light, the silence of the Hall pressing close. There was nothing to remember, and nothing left to hope for—only the cold, clean relief of knowing that his obedience was complete, his history erased, his usefulness preserved.

When the rota board outside clicked to its next update, Elias’s file had already been sealed with the day’s verdict: “Rule retained. Patient correct. Emotional risk—extinguished.” It was not a comfort, but it was enough.

The demonstration bay, momentarily emptied of tension, now hummed with the familiar routines of closure. Staff collected their tablets, wiped down equipment, and spoke in soft, procedural voices—each phrase another thread in the seamless fabric of the Hall. Overhead, the lights shifted from surgical white to a flatter, softer hue, not warm, but less harsh, as if the Hall itself allowed a final, clinical mercy for the exposed.

At the centre of the bay, the supervisor descended the gallery’s spiral staircase, the rhythm of her shoes measured and deliberate. She held the session slate—a slim, black marker board, edge tipped in steel, the Hall’s insignia set into the corner. She stepped into the pool of light cast across Elias’s kneeling body, the rote of ritual gathering itself for one final beat.

He was made to bow his head as she approached, posture corrected by the nurse at his shoulder. The supervisor paused, her gaze sweeping the space—Elias, the emptied mat, the line of glass above where donors still lingered, some unwilling to leave, others watching with the abstract interest of those who have already moved on. For a moment, all was still.

With a deliberate motion, the supervisor uncapped the marker and wrote, in neat, uncompromising script:

“Rule retained.”

The sound of pen against slate was crisp, audible for the room and for the audio log—an artefact of compliance, of reduction, of the Hall’s faith in its own logic. She held the slate up for the gallery, allowing the phrase to be seen, then nodded once to the nurse.

The nurse pressed a hand to Elias’s collar, guiding him upright. “Session concluded. U432 compliant. Voice restricted.” She secured the gag, buckling it firmly behind his head, ensuring silence would be maintained for the remainder of his cycle. His breath, now filtered and shallow, became the only sound in his ears—a metronome of correctness.

Around him, the rest of the demonstration bay faded into its pre-session calm. Staff departed with their carts and clipboards, donors filtered from the gallery, the light on their faces cooling from blue to grey as they disappeared into the corridor beyond. The data from the session uploaded, the rota board flickering with the last entries:

—Demonstration complete. Rule retention confirmed. Emotional deviation—none. Next compliance cycle: scheduled.

Elias was led from the bay by the nurse, his footsteps soft on the vinyl, the leash at his collar tugging him gently but implacably toward the exit. The suite was already prepared for his return—lights low, air scrubbed, mat aligned to face the rota board’s glow outside the window. He was helped to kneel, the posture checked one last time, collar tag angled for visibility.

The nurse locked the door behind her, her shadow moving away in the fading institutional light. Elias remained, his body still humming with the residue of exposure, shame, and relief. The finality of the ritual beat—rule retained—echoed in the hush, a mantra that would not leave him, not now.

Outside, the glass of the gallery showed nothing but darkness and the faint, persistent pulse of data. The Hall had no need for memory, only for order; no space for longing, only for the perfection of obedience and erasure.

Elias let his eyes close, the gag a familiar ache, the mat a shallow comfort. He waited for the next cycle, knowing that when it came, it would bring neither praise nor punishment—only the confirmation that he was correct, emptied, his service complete.

The last notation appeared on the rota board, one final flicker of green:

“Rule retained. Patient ready.”

The world outside the suite was silent. Within, the ritual’s control beat continued to echo—steady, clinical, absolute.


Interlude IV: Cold Mercy

The city’s evening had a hard, glassy chill, the sort of cold that turned every window into a mirror, every interior light into an island. Sabine’s flat was as precise as ever: white walls, blue shadows, surfaces neat to the point of sterility. She sat at her desk, one bare foot folded under her, her posture still as sculpture as she scrolled through the Hall’s compliance updates. The only sound was the tick of her mechanical clock, the faint hum of the heating system, and the occasional tap of her finger on the glass tablet.

The email came as part of the daily digest:

Subject: U432 – Compliance Window Update

Body: Blackout status: Day 26/30. No deviations. Rule phrase retention at 100%. Emotional response: minimal. Performance index: optimal. No requests for contact or privilege. Next review: scheduled.

There was a staff note appended: “Patient appears to improve under sustained indifference. Recommend continued protocol.”

Sabine paused, the cursor hovering over the “Reply” button. She could, if she wished, send a single line—a question, a command, a quiet note to escalate or amend. Instead, she let her hand fall away from the keys, her face remaining a mask of unbroken calm. Her eyes travelled back over the numbers, the steady green ticks, the clean, upward line of compliance. There was a pleasure in it, the slow satisfaction of seeing a system work as designed. It was not intimacy, but it was a form of possession—a cold, exacting kind.

She set the tablet aside, folding her hands in her lap, letting her gaze drift to the ordered stacks of papers, the single pen aligned with the desk’s edge, the neat pile of reports awaiting review. Each object was in its place, her world as precise as the protocols she enforced. For a moment, Sabine let herself remember the old urge to intervene—the fleeting temptation to send for Elias, to let her presence break the clinical calm, to be seen as something more than the distant architect of his ordeal.

But the urge passed, as it always did. Mercy, here, was not in the offering of warmth, but in the discipline of withholding. She let her attention sharpen, turning again to the report, reviewing his progress with the clean, detached pride of a custodian who knows that absence is its own gift. She scrolled to the compliance graph, noting the way his posture, breath, and pulse had stabilised under the blackout, the way the numbers seemed to smooth themselves the further she receded.

Her calendar chimed, a subtle blue glow. She opened the staff schedule, entering a note for herself: “Ward walk—Day 30. Presence only. No contact. Observation: indifference must be observable.” She saved the update, her face a study in neutrality, the corners of her mouth neither lifted nor tensed.

Standing, she moved through her flat, her steps measured, almost silent. She paused to realign the vase on the windowsill, turn a stack of books so their spines were perfectly flush, nudge a pair of shoes so the heels were symmetrical. Her hands, elegant and cool, brought every object into order. This, too, was a kind of ritual—a rehearsal for the discipline she demanded of herself, as much as of anyone in her charge.

At the edge of her desk, Sabine’s phone vibrated, displaying a muted notification from the Hall’s live feed. She picked it up, flicking the screen to the observation channel: Elias’s suite, in soft black-and-white, the figure kneeling, posture perfect, collar and tag glinting under the surveillance light. His face was turned away from the camera, the hood swallowing the last of his identity, his body still in the pose of ritual obedience. She watched for a moment, her own face reflected in the glass—a ghostly double, eyes as calm as water, mouth unreadable.

He did not know she was watching. The blackout ensured he would not hear her voice, not sense her gaze, not be given even the hope of her attention. In that space, Sabine found a strange, potent satisfaction—a pleasure in restraint, in being the presence that haunts but never touches. Her discipline was not only his cage, but her own.

She closed the feed with a flick of her thumb, the screen going dark, her features dissolving into shadow. The room felt colder, somehow more hers. She crossed to the calendar again, confirming the scheduled ward round. “Attendance: Custodian present. No contact authorised. Indifference protocol in force.” The notation was final, the act itself a signature of control.

Before leaving, she crossed the living room one last time, collecting her coat from the back of a chair, adjusting the lapels, and smoothing her hair into order. She glanced back at her desk—the closed tablet, the neat lines of paper, the lamp now dimmed to a soft blue pool. Her absence would be total; the discipline of not intervening was, for tonight, a gift that demanded nothing but distance.

She turned out the light, leaving the room awash in blue twilight, the city’s reflections rippling across the windows. Outside, the world moved on—cars tracing slow arcs through the rain, distant voices rising and falling, the rhythm of lives untouched by the precision of the Hall. Within, Sabine’s discipline lingered in every undisturbed object, every unsent message, every moment of presence that would be felt only by its lack.

Her mercy, she understood, was a cold thing, but it was still hers. She closed the door behind her, footsteps fading, leaving the room empty, ordered, and exquisitely untouched.


Chapter 12: Her Visit — Beat Plan

The corridor was a river of cold light, each tile scrubbed to an indifferent gleam, the air saturated with the metallic edge of disinfectant and something sweeter—resinous, almost floral, a scent used to mark important occasions in the Hall. Morning had barely broken, yet the rota board already glowed with a message that rippled down the ward: Ward Walk – Custodian Present. Observation Protocol: Full. It was a rare announcement, the kind that drew even the most jaded donors and staff from their routines, sharpening the focus of every pair of institutional eyes.

Elias’s morning began earlier than most. He was roused by a nurse, her movements quick and soundless, her voice pitched low for protocol: “U432, wake. Compliance window, ward walk protocol.” The words carried the peculiar chill of ceremonial days, heavy with the promise of exposure and erasure. He blinked into the harsh blue-white light, the ceiling a blank sheet, the air stinging his nose with the twin bite of ozone and sterilising spray.

The nurse moved with ritual efficiency: collar checked, two fingers pressing the tag until the code was visible for her tablet. “Tag: U432, secure, legible.” Mitts applied, straps cinched and checked, fingers pressed together until even the memory of a fist or gesture faded from his hands. The nappy was inspected, the plug prodded and noted—“Seated, no displacement”—before the fresh garment was drawn up, taped, and its bulk smoothed into place. His tunic was removed, folded, and set aside, skin left bare but for the white of the nappy, the gleam of the collar, and the black of the mitts.

Elias knelt on the mat while his posture was adjusted: knees wide to accommodate the nappy, back straight, chin lowered, collar tag facing perfectly forward. The nurse ran a hand down his spine, then cupped his jaw, tilting his face so the rota camera captured the perfect angle. Her touch was clinical, never lingering. “Posture: corrected. Emotional affect: within protocol. Patient ready for transfer.”

He was guided to stand, leash clipped to his collar, and led out into the corridor. The transition from suite to public view was always abrupt—a sudden expansion from quiet to the layered noise of the institution. Doors opened and closed in time with the rota’s rhythm; nurses, orderlies, and junior staff glided past, their movements synchronised by years of practice. Some carried slates or carts, others simply observed, eyes flicking over Elias’s posture, his tag, the precision of his restraint.

At the end of the corridor, the rota board dominated the space, its display alive with data: session times, patient codes, staff rotations, and, now, a pulsing banner announcing Sabine’s ward walk. Donors gathered in small clusters by the observation glass, some murmuring over tablets, others simply watching as the staff assembled the stage. The corridor’s air was denser than usual, every movement slowed by the expectation that soon, the hierarchy of the Hall would be enacted not by command, but by presence.

A supervisor approached, clipboard in hand, checking Elias’s ID. “U432. Ward walk sequence. Kneel at mark three, posture—protocol. Do not move unless instructed.” Her voice was cool, precise, the words fitted into the slot of ritual. She led him to a square of pale vinyl, the number stencilled in blue at its centre. Elias knelt, the nappy’s fullness shifting against his hips, the posture blocks guiding his knees wider, back straightened, hands arranged at his thighs. The supervisor tugged his collar to adjust the tag, smoothed his hair, and then stepped back, entering his compliance on her tablet.

The corridor filled slowly. Donors lined the glass, their faces reflected back in the clinical glow—eyes sharp with interest, styluses poised, voices hushed. Staff moved with intention, checking rota updates, aligning chairs and observation points, their focus divided between the data stream and the physical arrangement of bodies in space. The rota board pulsed again: Custodian: arrival imminent. Guest present. Full protocol.

Elias kept his gaze fixed to a point on the floor, body humming with anticipation and dread. He could feel the tension rising around him, the micro-atmosphere of a ritual about to begin: shoes squeaking on tile, the click of a tablet being unlocked, the cool current of air as the doors at the corridor’s far end whispered open. Every sense sharpened, skin prickling under the lights, the soundscape narrowing to the measured drum of his own breath.

He was aware, on some deep, physiological level, of every detail—the weight of the mitts, the pinch of the collar, the subtle ache from the plug, the cool sweat gathering between his shoulder blades. But above all, he felt the ache of being positioned for exposure, every fibre tuned to the knowledge that Sabine would soon be present, yet infinitely out of reach.

Staff finished their final checks, logging each detail into the rota. Donors looked up from their screens, the room settling into the hush that always preceded a true institutional spectacle. The protocol was set; the corridor, the board, the bodies, and the ritual tension of obedience all waited for her entrance.

The change in the corridor’s atmosphere was immediate and unmistakable. The click of the rota board seemed to sync itself with the pulse of anticipation as Sabine appeared at the far end, the wide glass doors opening on a draught of cold air and blue light. She walked arm in arm with a guest—male, broad-shouldered, the lines of a tailored suit breaking the institutional monochrome. His face was only half-glimpsed, never named, as if he were both prop and witness, an accessory to the theatre of her presence.

Sabine herself was a study in precision: black coat over a pale silk blouse, tailored trousers, heels that clicked without hurry. Her hair was drawn back, her neck bare, collarbone stark against the fabric, a single silver pin at her throat. Her posture was perfect—chin lifted, shoulders squared, eyes forward. There was no overt expression on her face, only the composed elegance that turned the corridor into an extension of her will.

She did not hesitate. Each step was measured, the rhythm slow but inexorable, as though the corridor, the staff, and the waiting donors all bent themselves around the axis of her progress. Her guest walked just behind her, one hand lightly touching the crook of her elbow, his own demeanour respectful, even deferential, a shadow to her light.

As Sabine advanced, staff stepped aside, supervisors bowing their heads in recognition. The rota board updated in real time: Custodian: Present. Ward Walk: Active. Donors leaned closer to the glass, tablets poised, styluses hovering. Their attention was total, the hum of their voices reduced to an electric undertone. Every gaze followed her, but Sabine’s own eyes never left the path ahead—never flickered, never sought Elias, or any other patient, as she moved.

Elias felt her presence long before she reached him. His body tightened involuntarily, a line of sweat forming beneath the collar. The posture blocks at his knees pressed him deeper into the mat, the mitts growing heavier with each passing second. Breath slowed to a near halt, every muscle held in the tension of exposure. He dared not lift his eyes, but the sensation of Sabine’s approach—a subtle shift in the air, the scent of her perfume layered over the sharper edge of disinfectant—wrapped itself around him like a cord.

The corridor seemed to constrict as Sabine drew level with his kneeling form. She paused, only for the barest moment, just inches away. Her guest stopped beside her, murmuring something too soft to be caught by the donors. Sabine did not look at Elias. Instead, her gaze remained fixed on the rota board, her expression one of abstract interest—detached, unyielding. If she registered his presence, there was no sign, not in her face or the turn of her shoulders.

A nurse, observing the ritual, stepped forward to check Elias’s posture—fingers brushing along his collar, pressing at the tag to ensure it faced forward, a gloved hand cupping his chin to display the compliance of his posture for the observation cameras. “U432: compliant. Exposure—maximal. No deviation.” The data was logged aloud, as much for the donors as for the archive.

Sabine leaned toward her guest, speaking in a voice pitched only for him. “The institution is at its best when the line between presence and absence is absolute.” Her words, though not meant for Elias, seemed to slide over his bowed head, a benediction by omission. The guest nodded, glancing at the kneeling patient as if at a specimen under glass.

Donors noted every detail—Sabine’s stillness, the guest’s composure, the way Elias’s body remained perfectly motionless despite the proximity of power and denial. Tablets glowed with updates: Compliance: held. Emotional spike: minimal. Pulse: elevated. No unauthorised movement. Staff moved discreetly, logging every micro-tremor, every flicker in posture, every moment of visible restraint.

The procession continued, Sabine’s heels marking out a slow, measured retreat down the corridor. Her guest followed, conversation resuming at a distance that felt, to Elias, both intimate and unreachable. The corridor exhaled, the tension rippling outward, leaving him in the vacuum of her absence. The rota board updated once more: Custodian: Passed. Patient: Correct. No contact permitted.

Elias remained kneeling, the air now scented only with the echo of Sabine’s perfume and the after-image of her silhouette passing in the corner of his lowered vision. His heart pounded in his chest, each beat a small shock, the ache of need and pride fusing into a single, quiet relief. He had not been touched, not acknowledged, not granted the smallest sign. He was invisible, and that invisibility was the proof of his submission—the final shape of her mercy.

Staff drifted back into the corridor, donors returning to their routines, voices picking up as if nothing remarkable had passed. But for Elias, the memory of Sabine’s walk lingered, a wound and a salve, the clearest line of discipline and desire he had ever known.

The silence that followed Sabine’s passage was, if anything, even heavier than her presence. The corridor seemed to hang suspended, every gaze lingering on the tableau left in her wake: Elias kneeling, posture perfect, the shadow of power still rippling through the air. It was then that the protocol of exposure resumed—deliberate, clinical, and utterly impersonal.

A nurse, clipboard in hand, approached with slow, formal steps. Her voice was pitched for the observation glass and the rota log, never for Elias’s comfort. “U432, maintain posture. Prepare for public inspection.” She crouched before him, adjusting his knees further apart, the plastic of the nappy crinkling in the sudden hush. Her gloved hands moved up his thighs, pressing the absorbent bulk flat to demonstrate its fullness and position for the donors. The check was announced: “Nappy: dry, no leak. Plug: base visible, no displacement.”

She guided his head up by the chin—not enough to allow him to see Sabine’s retreating form, only enough for the collar tag to be squared to the glass, the bright letters “U432” shining for the institutional record. “Collar: legible. Tag: presented.” The posture was photographed and entered into the log, a ritualised moment of humiliation.

Staff behind her narrated each action, their commentary blending into the running data stream on the rota board: “Pulse: 102. No micro-tremor. Posture held. Emotional index: elevated, within compliance range.” Donors entered scores, murmuring their own interpretations of compliance and restraint. “No protest.” “No anticipation.” “Stillness exemplary.” The verdict was unanimous: virtue by erasure, excellence in the refusal to move.

A second nurse stepped in, checking the mitts—straps tight, seams intact. She brushed a lock of hair behind Elias’s ear, not as comfort, but as part of the ritual, every gesture performed for the audience. “Hands: secured, no slippage. Emotional deviation: zero.” She pressed a remote at his collar, logging his compliance into the central database. Each data point was called out, every part of his exposure reduced to numbers and commentary.

The corridor, once so charged with possibility, had become a stage for denial. Sabine’s absence was the performance; Elias’s utility, the lesson. As the data scrolled above his head, he was made to kneel in the exact spot where Sabine’s perfume lingered—subtle, cold, the ghost of a presence more powerful than any touch.

Through it all, donors continued to whisper, some with a tone approaching reverence, others with curiosity or cool satisfaction.

—“He didn’t flinch when she passed.”

—“That’s the value—discipline that doesn’t crave reward.”

—“Perfect erasure.”

A staff member nodded, annotating the rota log: “Patient displayed no hope of contact. Compliance is now instinct.”

Another nurse moved in to check the plug, pressing at the base through the nappy for the camera’s benefit. The exposure was total, the inspection public and unhurried. Elias’s body was presented, catalogued, and entered as data—never a man, only the measure of his own invisibility. The nurse concluded with a nod, stepping back and reading the final score for the donors: “Session complete. U432: compliant. Exposure maximal. No contact permitted.”

Staff then read out the data summary, making the ritual humiliation absolute: “Compliance: 100%. No request for recognition. Emotional affect: blank. Utility: exemplary.” Donors logged their approval, the rota board flashing green in affirmation. The lesson was clear: obedience in the Hall was not about being seen, but about being correct while unseen; not about comfort, but about the beauty of being useful, untouched, and unacknowledged.

Elias knelt, each beat of his heart a steady burn, each breath a tally of denial, his body a living proof of Sabine’s power—not in presence, but in absence. His posture was perfect, his longing erased, his only comfort the knowledge that to be passed over was, in this place, the highest reward.

He remained kneeling long after Sabine’s scent had faded, every muscle wound tight by protocol and exposure. In the high, humming silence that followed, Elias became exquisitely aware of his own body—not as a source of pleasure, but as a map of discipline, a landscape of ache and compliance. The plug settled at the base of his spine, its presence no longer arousing but grounding; the nappy pressed cool and tight against his hips, a cocoon that denied dignity but enforced stillness. Every shallow breath, every pulse in his neck, was part of the script. He was not permitted to shift, to seek comfort, to steal even a glance at the retreating shadow of Sabine’s coat. He existed only as a vessel for the institution’s will.

The corridor’s lights seemed to burn brighter, rendering every surface harsh and beautiful, every imperfection on his skin lit for the gallery and the rota. He listened to the hush of donor voices, the click and tap of styluses, the background hum of staff resetting the scene. Even these sounds were distant, background to the much louder chorus of his own interior: heart hammering, thighs trembling with the effort of restraint, throat dry with the discipline of silence.

He repeated his mantra—old, familiar, a phrase sanded smooth by ritual:

I am not permitted. I am correct. Sabine decides. I obey.

Each line became a pulse, a rhythm in his head that almost matched the faint tremor in his hands. The words were not a comfort, not truly—they were an anaesthetic, dulling the edge of longing, transforming humiliation into something cleaner and, in its own way, sustaining. He had always wanted her gaze, her voice, the warmth of being noticed. But now, at the apotheosis of his training, he understood the strange freedom of erasure: the relief of being denied even the hope of contact.

His jaw ached, his posture blocks bit into his knees, and yet within that pain was a pride as sharp as it was secret. This is what I was made for. I am the object, the lesson, the living proof. No donor would ever see that pride. It was not for them, or for the staff, or even for Sabine. It was for himself alone, a bitter comfort as necessary as breath.

Every part of him tracked her absence. The air she disturbed, the minute warmth of her passing, the ghost of her perfume lingering at the edge of his senses. He wondered, for the briefest moment, what she had said to her guest—whether he was even a subject in her mind, or merely a component of the ritual she choreographed so perfectly. He felt, with a shudder, the paradox of being both central and erased.

The corridor behind his eyelids was a study in discipline: nurses moving in and out of his field of vision, checking posture and restraint, never breaking the silence except to log data or correct a minor deviation. Donors continued to observe, some perhaps moved by the extremity of his denial, others simply recording the event as another metric, another lesson for the Hall. He became, in this posture, the sum of everything he had been trained to be—useful, unseen, and grateful for the denial.

In the privacy of his own stillness, Elias allowed himself to reflect on the peculiar joy of being ignored. The longing for Sabine’s attention had not disappeared, but it had become a background ache, one that lent sweetness to the humiliation. Each minute of her absence was a minute in which he did not fail, did not have to choose between wanting and being found wanting. The rules chose for him; the Hall decided, and he, made correct by their indifference, could rest in the purity of service.

His body ached, but his breath became steadier, the flush in his chest giving way to a quiet equilibrium. He felt the rhythm of the institution move around him, as sure as the rota, as constant as the filtered light. He belonged nowhere but here—his name erased, his need denied, his purpose fulfilled.

If, just for a second, his mind flickered toward hope—if he allowed himself the fantasy that Sabine might turn, might see him, might touch him—he crushed it quickly, replacing it with the mantra, letting the clean logic of erasure reassert itself.

I am not permitted. I am correct. Sabine decides. I obey.

And in that surrender, he found the only kind of peace available to him: a peace forged from absence, a pride born of being the most invisible, most compliant thing in the room. When the next instruction finally came, it was almost a relief, a sign that the ritual had done its work and that, for today at least, he had been perfect in his erasure.

As the corridor’s ritual climaxed and ebbed, the atmosphere shifted again—anticipation draining away, replaced by a cool, bureaucratic afterglow. Sabine’s footsteps, which had marked out the very tempo of the corridor, faded into the hush beyond the rota board. Her guest’s lower, softer voice trailed after her, a faint counterpoint to the authority she radiated in absence as well as in presence. Staff and donors, once so tightly gathered, began to peel away in pairs and trios, their murmured commentary already folding the scene into memory and archive.

The rota board above Elias pulsed one last update: Ward Walk: Complete. Custodian—departed. Patient U432—compliant. The message glowed a moment longer, then shrank to a smaller status in the rolling stream of institutional data. In the newly emptied corridor, the lights felt both brighter and colder—nothing left to cast shadow or shape, just exposure and silence.

A supervisor approached, her steps a measured, familiar cadence on the tile. She paused a respectful distance from Elias, eyes on her tablet as she read the closing protocol. “Session complete. Patient remains in position until released. Compliance exemplary. Exposure maximal.” She crouched, checked his posture blocks and the tension of the mitt straps, adjusted his collar tag until the code was perfectly squared for the camera.

The last of the donors glanced at Elias as they left. Some faces were impassive, some faintly curious, a few perhaps moved by the depth of his stillness and denial. Their voices faded to nothing, replaced by the low hum of the rota server syncing new data to the central archive. Every movement, every metric, every absence of protest was entered into the record:

—U432: No attempt to attract attention. Stillness sustained. Emotional deviation: none.

A nurse lingered to check his nappy, pressing at the waistband and reading the log aloud: “Dry. No leak. Plug: secure.” She tapped his thigh, not as comfort but as a final, silent command to hold still. She pressed a button at her hip and the observation camera above cycled through its final angle, capturing the tableau for the Hall’s archive.

Elias waited, heart rate settling into a steady, relieved thrum. There was no one left to witness his smile—a small, private thing, more felt than seen, blooming in the silence after so much public erasure. His only company was the faint echo of Sabine’s perfume, the memory of her measured absence, and the deep, slow satisfaction of having been correct, invisible, and essential all at once.

Minutes passed before the supervisor returned, tapping his shoulder as she recited, “Released. Compliance window closed.” She unlocked the posture blocks, unbuckled his mitts, and clipped the leash to his collar. He was helped to his feet, joints stiff, thighs tingling with the ache of submission. No words were exchanged; everything that mattered was already entered in the rota.

He was led away, past the rota board’s steady green glow, through doors that closed with the soft, sure finality of a protocol fulfilled. The corridor was empty but for the trace of Sabine’s discipline, a lesson inscribed in the absence she left behind.

In his suite, the nurse helped Elias to kneel on the mat, posture checked, collar squared. She left without comment, locking the door behind her. Alone, Elias sat in the hush, his smile fading into the slow return of ordinary breath and thought. The ritual was over; the record was perfect.

Outside, the corridor lights dimmed to their night setting. The rota board’s last message scrolled:

Patient U432: compliant. Custodian—absent. Session archived.

The Hall was silent, the ritual of denial sealed for another cycle. Elias closed his eyes and let the weight of erasure settle through him—no pride, no hope, only the satisfaction of having fulfilled the protocol’s deepest promise: to be seen, measured, found correct, and left behind, exactly as required.


Chapter 13: Training Theatre – Pair Supervision — Beat Plan

The day began with the blunt familiarity of routine—Elias woken by the soft chime of the rota, the nurse’s hand already at his shoulder. “U432. Training theatre protocol.” No variation, no gentleness, only the economy of process that came with long practice. He was lifted from the mat, collar checked and tag angled toward the tablet’s lens. The nurse’s fingers moved with silent precision, fitting his mitts and tightening the buckles, then testing the tension at each wrist and knuckle. His nappy was checked and replaced, the plug pressed and its base confirmed in position. “Absorbency optimal, no leak. Plug: seated.”

His tunic was removed, folded away for laundering. The sensation of cool air on his skin, the faint caress of powder and disinfectant, was not a novelty—it was the clean, impersonal touch of ritual. He was guided to stand, led by the leash clipped to his collar, and marched down the corridor. Doors slid open as he passed, nurses glancing up, some nodding to the rota board’s schedule, others already deep in their morning routines. Elias’s own body felt like part of this machinery: posture corrected, gait widened by the nappy’s bulk, each movement prescribed and observed.

At the entrance to the training theatre, the supervisor was waiting, clipboard in hand, badge at her breast. She scanned his collar tag, logged his presence, then gestured him through the doors. The space within was bright, cold, and exposed: a low stage under surgical lighting, the floor marked with blue and yellow tape for posture squares and display lines. The gallery above was already filling with staff and donors, their faces blurred by the glare and by the layered reflections of rota data scrolling across the glass.

Two new patients were being readied at the edge of the stage—IDs only, both kneeling, posture imperfect, eyes wide in the clinical glare. A nurse at each side checked their collars, adjusted their cuffs, straightened their posture with the gentle but relentless pressure of institutional discipline. The rota board flashed:

Pair Supervision: Active. U432—Utility Standard.

Below, the supervisor called out the opening sequence: “Commence demonstration. U432, centre. F515, left. M709, right.”

Elias was led to the centre of the stage, guided to kneel on the marked square. The mat was thinner here, the posture blocks less forgiving. The nurse squared his shoulders, checked the alignment of his knees, and pressed his back until he sat bolt upright. His collar tag was angled to face the main gallery camera. The sensation of being on display—brighter, more intense than any corridor or procedure bay—settled into his bones. The air was heavy with disinfectant, the faint sweetness of rotascent, and the distant, ever-present tang of latex.

Above, the gallery filled with the small sounds of anticipation: stylus taps, the low murmur of donors reviewing the protocol, the click of the rota board updating with each new entry. Elias kept his eyes fixed at a point just above the mat’s edge, posture correct, chin lowered, collar tag shining for the archive. His body was a study in discipline: hands pressed flat to thighs, knees wide, nappy exposed, every muscle holding the shape of ritual.

The two new patients were positioned on either side of him, their bodies uncertain, fidgeting at the edge of compliance. A nurse at each side gave quiet, urgent corrections—“Chin down. Hands flat. Breathe.” Their movements were visible to the gallery, each error marked and logged, every deviation another line in the training record.

Elias, by contrast, was untouched except for the small adjustments to his tag and posture—he was assumed to be correct, his discipline no longer in question but in evidence. The rota board scrolled his ID beside the phrase “Exemplar—Observe for Correction.” He felt the weight of that expectation, not as pride, but as a subtle pressure in his chest, a reminder that his body now belonged to the institution as lesson, not as self.

The opening tableau was complete: three patients kneeling in perfect alignment, the lights exposing every flaw, every tremor, every virtue made visible for the Hall. Staff and donors leaned forward, styluses poised, tablets flickering with the opening metrics of the session.

The supervisor’s voice, pitched for the gallery and the log, announced: “Pair Supervision: commence. Demonstration by example. Utility tier—observe and mirror.” The ritual had begun, the next act in Elias’s erasure unfolding before an audience whose only interest was in how perfectly he could disappear into usefulness.

The opening command was given with the crisp certainty of ritual. The supervisor’s voice echoed across the theatre, amplified for the benefit of the observation gallery and the record: “U432, posture demonstration. Present gag.” The lights seemed to sharpen in response, bleaching every shadow from the stage, magnifying the detail of each muscle, every seam of restraint, every flicker in posture.

Elias moved without hesitation. He shifted his weight forward, allowing his knees to spread to the prescribed distance, thighs pressing into the mat’s cold surface. With hands mittened and laid flat on his thighs, he lifted his chin—just enough that the collar tag shone for the cameras, never so high as to suggest defiance. His breathing slowed, and for a moment he let his body become entirely the Hall’s—no deviation, no anticipation, only the careful, obedient presentation of a vessel for use.

The nurse approached with the panel gag, holding it in gloved hands, the straps already unbuckled for speed. “Present,” she said, and Elias opened his mouth, jaw relaxing, tongue flat and motionless. The rubber panel slid between his lips, cool and clean, pressing his cheeks until the familiar ache set in. The straps were drawn behind his head, tightened with clinical precision, each buckle clicking into place. The nurse’s hands checked the seal, pressing gently at the edge of his jaw, her touch brisk but never careless. “Seal: correct. No resistance.” The words were entered on the rota log, the moment preserved for the Hall’s future reference.

He held the posture—mouth filled, breath funnelled through his nose, mitts heavy at his thighs—until the supervisor called, “Mirror.” The new patients, eyes wide, copied the movements: kneeling, presenting their gags, struggling to match the precision of Elias’s compliance. A nurse corrected one with a light tap to the chin, another with a gentle push to the shoulder. The comparison was obvious—where they trembled or hesitated, Elias remained still, his entire being distilled into the silent perfection of submission.

The demonstration continued: the supervisor announced the next posture—“Arms forward. Head down. Hold.” Elias complied instantly, folding at the waist, arms stretched out on the mat, forehead nearly touching the vinyl. His back was straight, neck long, collar tag still visible. The two new patients, slower and more awkward, imitated the pose. Their cuffs creaked, one let out a nervous breath, the other faltered, hands splayed rather than flat. Staff intervened quietly, always referencing Elias: “Observe U432. Hands closed. Back straight.”

Each posture, each act of compliance, was a living diagram for the new patients—a template that rendered their errors more visible, their deviations more costly. Every time a mistake was corrected, it was done by invoking Elias’s form, his stillness, his utility as a standard. The room’s attention was not really on him; he was background, a living rulebook against which others were measured. This was the final step in his erasure—usefulness perfected to the point of invisibility.

The demonstration cycled through every posture required for daily protocol: kneeling, arms folded, mouth presented, body displayed for inspection. Elias moved seamlessly from one to the next, his body responsive not to praise, but to the ritual’s deep logic. He heard, as if from far away, the staff logging each move:

—“U432: posture correct.”

—“Gag presented—no anticipation.”

—“Transition—flawless.”

Each phrase was a note in the archive, a small chisel mark in the sculpture of his erasure.

Above, the donors entered scores and comments:

—“Exemplar value: high.”

—“Standard for training.”

—“Correction by demonstration—efficacy confirmed.”

Their language was precise, never personal. No one remarked on his presence, only on the function he performed and the clarity of his form.

For Elias, the world contracted to the rhythm of command and compliance. The ache in his jaw from the gag, the heaviness of the mitts, the sharp edge of posture blocks beneath his knees—these sensations became the boundaries of his existence. There was no hope for praise, only the strange, cold pride of being indispensable, not as a person, but as a template. He recited his mantra inside the silence of the gag:

I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

The demonstration concluded with a final posture—kneeling, head bowed, hands folded at the thighs. The supervisor’s voice rang out one last time: “New patients—release. U432—hold.” Elias remained as the gallery’s attention shifted, the lights lingering on his unmoving form, the perfect model of what the Hall required. For now, he was useful; for now, his erasure was complete.

Correction, in the Hall, was never sharp or sudden. It was as slow and inexorable as a tide, as precise as the closing of a lock. Once Elias had settled into his final posture—kneeling, head bowed, collar tag squared for the gallery—the ritual shifted from demonstration to discipline. The two new patients, F515 and M709, remained on either side, struggling with the stillness demanded, their uncertainty thrown into sharp relief by Elias’s seamless compliance.

A nurse moved in, silent but for the faint creak of her uniform and the stylus tapping against her tablet. She circled the new patients, pausing at each error with a gentle, impersonal touch: a thumb pressing a chin lower, a palm guiding a trembling shoulder back. Each movement was calm, without threat or warmth. Whenever correction was needed, her reference was always Elias. “Observe U432—stillness. Neck straight. Hands flat. No anticipation.” The words were clipped, addressed to the protocol, not to the person. The patients’ eyes flicked to Elias, reading his posture as scripture.

One of the new patients faltered—a shiver in the arms, a faint wobble at the knees. The nurse’s voice was immediate: “Correction—reference U432.” She guided the arm into position, pressed the hand flat, nodding once to the gallery for the record. Each adjustment was a line in the rota log:

—F515: corrected—reference U432. Compliance restored.

—M709: posture improved—observe utility standard.

Above, the donors followed every movement, styluses darting across screens. Comments scrolled in real time:

—“U432—ideal correction model.”

—“Live reference increases compliance speed.”

—“Patient’s value as exemplar: exceptional.”

The language was never intimate, always clinical—Elias’s identity reduced to function, the warmth of self replaced by the chill of being a living diagram.

Staff took turns directing the session. Another nurse addressed the gallery: “In the utility tier, correction is delivered by demonstration, not by voice. The patient does not instruct, only embodies the protocol.” Elias heard the words as if from underwater, their finality both comforting and numbing. He felt himself becoming a shape more than a self, a posture more than a man.

For the new patients, each moment of correction was a lesson in erasure: the more closely they mirrored Elias, the less they were noticed, the faster their tremors faded into the blankness of obedience. A supervisor marked scores on the rota board:

—Correction time: reduced by 1.7 seconds.

—Compliance error: single instance, immediately resolved.

—Utility standard: maintained.

Throughout, Elias remained motionless. His body ached with the strain of holding each posture—jaw clenched around the gag, thighs burning from the enforced distance, arms numb with stillness. Yet it was the ache of achievement, the pain of having become the thing the Hall needed most: not a subject, but a tool. Every muscle in his body was a line in the protocol; every breath, a confirmation of his erasure.

He let his thoughts drift beneath the ritual, letting the physical discomfort blur into the deeper numbness of function. The mantra threaded through his mind, soft as breath:

I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

He watched, through half-closed eyes, as the new patients’ forms settled, their movements smoothed by repetition, their anxiety replaced by a docile, glassy obedience. He saw himself in them, but only as a shadow—something to be copied and then forgotten.

As the ritual closed, the supervisor approached the centre of the stage. “Session ending. Correction achieved by reference. U432—hold.” The new patients were dismissed, led from the stage by their nurses, their postures now almost as perfect as Elias’s. The gallery began to empty, donors updating their final comments:

—“Protocol efficacy: confirmed.”

—“Correction by exemplar—best practice.”

—“Session clip recommended for induction archive.”

The last lights lingered on Elias alone, kneeling in the cold centre of the stage, posture flawless, every line of his body a testament to discipline made absolute. His usefulness was total, his identity dissolved into the quiet, endless archive of the Hall.

As the new patients were led away, the theatre’s hush deepened, leaving Elias alone beneath the pitiless white of the demonstration lights. The soundscape shifted: styluses ticking as donors entered final observations, the soft scuff of a nurse clearing props, the gentle hiss of air through the theatre’s ducts. His body remained a study in correction—knees pressed into the mat, thighs parted, jaw aching from the gag’s implacable seal, hands flat and mittened, collar tag still gleaming for the gallery’s memory.

There was no applause, no word of praise. The absence of error was its own reward. Above, donors conferred in clipped tones—praise for the institution, never for the object.

—“Exemplar value: high.”

—“He’s the protocol embodied.”

—“Best compliance scores for a utility subject since last quarter.”

Their remarks scrolled across the rota board, instantly archived, already beginning to blur into the anonymous tide of institutional data.

For Elias, the scene unfolded in a slow, narcotic pulse—pride and numbness braided together, neither quite yielding to the other. There was the physical pain, certainly: knees throbbing, back knotted by immobility, jaw pulsing in time with his heartbeat. Yet beneath the discomfort was the strangest relief, a cold comfort in having been perfectly used. His usefulness was not an accident, not even a virtue, but the end-point of every correction and every erasure that had come before. There was nothing left for him to want. He existed as standard, lesson, template; the Hall’s logic perfected in his body.

He thought of the two new patients—how their uncertainty had become clarity as they imitated him, how the staff and donors had turned his posture into their language. He was no longer seen, only read. His existence was a system of instructions, a diagram for others to follow. I am not permitted. I am correct. I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey. The mantra was more than a shield; it was an anaesthetic, the very proof of his vanishing self.

Below the rota board, the staff updated the last metrics:

—Correction speed: optimal.

Protocol deviation: none.

Exemplar status: achieved.

A nurse approached, her steps quiet, professional. She didn’t look at Elias as she checked the fit of his mitts, ran a hand down his spine, and tested the posture blocks for movement. “Hold.” She entered a line on her tablet, then stepped back, satisfied.

Above, a donor—one who had watched the demonstration in silence—entered a final comment:

—“The object corrects by absence. Correction is delivered in silence. He is the standard.”

There was a strange satisfaction in the verdict, even as it pressed Elias further into objecthood. He felt the warmth of pride and the chill of numbness run together, impossible to separate, like light on frosted glass.

In the last moments before the session closed, the supervisor addressed the gallery: “Correction cycle complete. U432—utility maximised. Standard will be archived for future training.” The announcement echoed in the emptying theatre, the ritual completed not with celebration, but with a single, clinical stroke.

Elias’s mind drifted on the edge of exhaustion and acceptance. He imagined his own presence flickering out of the narrative—his usefulness persisting only as a shadow, an outline, a posture on a rota diagram, endlessly reproducible. There was pain in this, yes, but also freedom: nothing left to fear, nothing left to hope for. The discipline of erasure was complete.

A nurse touched his collar, pressing his tag one last time for the closing photograph. The shutter flashed, briefly bleaching everything into a cold, blank white. For a moment, Elias was less than human, more than memory—simply the shape the Hall required, a vessel emptied and then filled again with protocol.

The session’s data was uploaded, the rota board rolling on to the next demonstration, the lights beginning to dim. In the emptiness, Elias found himself suspended between the ache of being seen and the deeper comfort of being left behind—a use so perfect it erased even the need for gratitude.

He let his breath slow, mind dissolving into the hush of the theatre, his service complete, his selfhood perfectly—and, for now, blissfully—absent.

As the demonstration theatre emptied of staff and donors, the atmosphere resolved into a hush as deep as it was absolute. Only a single nurse remained, clipboard in hand, to oversee the final beat of protocol. The rota board above displayed the last line of the session: Pair Supervision: Closed. U432—Utility Archive. Below it, the observation gallery was dim now, the bright pulse of data giving way to the subdued glow of archival mode.

Elias remained in posture at centre stage, held by the geometry of training: knees splayed, thighs aching, hands flat and mittened on his lap, jaw burning from the panel gag. The nurse approached with slow, deliberate steps, her presence both official and impersonal. She crouched before him, checked the collar tag—adjusting the angle until it faced directly at the archival camera—then checked each posture block, ensuring his joints remained squared, no evidence of fatigue or collapse visible for the closing log.

With a soft click, she drew a length of pale chalk from her coat pocket. She stooped to the floor beside him, drawing a single, precise tick beneath the taped outline that marked Elias’s demonstration square. The tick was small, almost austere, but as final as any signature. She pressed the chalk back into her pocket, stood, and entered the notation on her tablet:

“Session complete. Exemplar archived. U432—utility confirmed.”

She unbuckled the gag, removing it with efficient hands, wiping his mouth with a clean square of gauze. The cool air shocked his raw jaw, but there was no pain, only the slow return of sensation—a reminder of the absence that now defined him. She unlocked his mitts, worked his hands free, flexing each finger as if testing a tool for later use. “Hands—restored.” The word meant little; his usefulness lay elsewhere now.

He was helped to stand, muscles shivering with the effort of return. The nurse steadied him by the elbow, guiding him off the mat and towards the stage exit. The bright glare of the demonstration lights faded behind him, replaced by the dimmer institutional glow of the corridor. There was no farewell, no acknowledgement of his performance—only the quiet efficiency of completion, the soft assurance of a job both well done and now over.

As they moved toward his suite, Elias felt the ache in his body give way to a kind of drifting peace. He had been the Hall’s tool, its exemplar, its living rulebook—nothing more, nothing less. There was no pride left to claim, no gratitude to expect. Only the archive, the chalk tick, and the certainty of having fulfilled every requirement.

The nurse led him into his suite, settled him onto the mat, and logged his return. “Patient: U432. Demonstration completed. Utility archived.” She checked his collar and tag one final time, then left without a word, the door closing behind her with a hiss that sealed him back into privacy.

In the hush that followed, Elias knelt with his hands open on his thighs, feeling the slow unwinding of tension, the emptiness that followed perfect use. He did not long for anything—not for touch, not for voice, not for the eyes of donors or the discipline of staff. His service had left him hollow and correct, erased and essential, suspended in the liminal space between memory and protocol.

Outside, the rota board scrolled its next assignment, the demonstration already sliding into the endless tide of data. Somewhere, the image of his posture would flicker in the gallery’s archive, teaching another patient, correcting another error, long after he had been moved or renamed or forgotten. That was enough. That was the lesson.

He closed his eyes, breath evening out, mind blurring the boundary between pain and satisfaction. There was nothing left but the chalk tick and the cool, undemanding dark. The Hall’s appetite for utility had been sated, for now, by the clean, simple evidence of his disappearance.

The cycle would continue. The archive would hold. And Elias, in the silent centre of his suite, would wait—usefulness perfected, identity erased, ready for whatever ritual the Hall required next.


Chapter 14: Night Loop — Beat Plan

Night arrived in the Hall with the slow certainty of ceremony. The air in Elias’s suite was already different—colder, thinner, the faint scent of latex and antiseptic heavier than usual, as if the day’s use required deeper cleansing before the dark. The rota board outside glowed with a special line: Night Loop: Blackout. Day 30/30. It was the sort of message that turned even the staff’s movements ceremonial, their footsteps softer, their voices quieter, as if they too felt the gravity of the cycle’s end.

A nurse entered with the last sweep of evening checks. Her presence was a hush of fabric and the cool click of her clipboard. “U432, night protocol. Final blackout.” The words, though familiar, carried the subtle emphasis of occasion. She helped him rise from the mat, every gesture unhurried, careful not to break the ritual quiet. His tunic was folded away, left naked but for the nappy, collar, and plug. Her hands, gloved and expert, moved from collar to tag, checking that the numbers shone for the camera’s lens. “Tag: legible. Collar: secure.”

She worked the old nappy down, wiping him with a chilled pad before taping a new one into place—snug, thick, its edges smoothed with the flat of her palm. The plug was pressed and rotated, its base checked, then left untouched. “Plug: seated. No leak.” She placed the posture blocks at his knees, aligning his body with a patience that was almost gentle. “Kneel. Spine straight. Hands forward.”

Mitts followed—heavy, padded, and close-fitting, buckled one at a time with the nurse’s clinical precision. Each hand was rendered useless, fingers pressed flat, wrists sealed. “Mitts: locked.” She guided his arms to rest along his thighs, correcting any stray angle, ensuring the posture blocks kept his legs wide, back tall, chin lowered. The sequence was as intimate as it was impersonal—her touch never lingering, her care absolute but never tender.

The final check was the collar tag, held up to the light and squared for the suite’s overhead camera. “U432, compliant. Ready for night protocol.” She stepped to the door and flicked off the brighter overheads, leaving only the blue night lamp—a dull, institutional pool that washed the suite in the colour of memory, not comfort.

The rota board outside flickered: No loop. Blackout active. The staff voice over the intercom was neutral, almost serene. “Final blackout night, Day 30/30. No loop will play. Patient to maintain posture until morning check.” The ritual of routine was, for tonight, broken—no voice in his ear, no soundscape of Sabine’s syllables to guide his submission, only the silence of his own breath and the cold pressure of restraint.

The nurse recorded the last notes for the archive: “Patient left kneeling. No auditory or visual cue. Observing for reflex independence.” She closed the door behind her with a slow, deliberate motion, the hiss of the seal a punctuation that made the silence all the heavier. For a moment, Elias was left with the soft whirr of the air vents, the click of the relay, and the steady blue glow leaking around the edges of the rota board.

He was alone, body held upright by the prescription of blocks and straps, the discipline of preparation outlasting the touch of the nurse who’d set him there. There was nothing left to anticipate—no command, no comfort, not even the half-presence of Sabine’s recorded voice. Time would be measured only by the slow ache in his knees, the tightening of muscles, the drift of thoughts that had nowhere to settle but inside the hollow of his own compliance.

As the suite grew still, Elias found himself repeating a new, quieter mantra:

No loop. No voice. I remain. I obey.

He listened to the silence, the pulse of his own heart, the echo of ritual that was now his only companion. The Hall’s appetite had changed shape—tonight, it was not in spectacle or denial, but in the slow, clean discipline of perfect erasure.

When the door finally sealed, silence in the suite was no longer a condition but a substance—thick and cool, pressing in on every surface, folding over Elias with a weight that was both soothing and oppressive. The blue night lamp flattened all shadows into a haze, its light no comfort, only a marker of institutional rhythm. All the sound that remained was his own: the steady rasp of breath, the tiny whine in his ears that came with long stretches of stillness, the dull thud of his heartbeat slowing to match the Hall’s endless nocturne.

Kneeling on the mat, posture blocks rigid beneath his knees, Elias felt the first bloom of discomfort become, gradually, a new kind of anchor. There was no distraction—not the sound of Sabine’s voice, not the predictable cues of the institutional loop, not even the comforting irritation of routine commands. With mitts sealed and arms heavy, every attempt at movement was absorbed by the blocks and the mass of the nappy. His world was held in check by procedure, his body the only field left to explore.

Time did not pass so much as stretch. The rota board’s blue glow seemed to pulse, fading and brightening in a cycle that was probably timed by the institution’s internal clock, but which Elias experienced only as a distant flicker. The hum of the air vents was constant, the only proof that something outside his suite was still alive and moving. The mattress beneath his knees yielded just enough to remind him he was not quite floating, not quite buried.

In this cocoon of restraint, his senses turned inward. He became acutely aware of each shift in his body: the warmth spreading beneath the nappy as his muscles relaxed, the gentle tingle in his feet as blood settled, the hollow in his stomach where anticipation had once lived. Without Sabine’s voice, the ache for her attention faded to a phantom limb—present, but blurred at the edges. Even longing, in this environment, was subject to the Hall’s logic; it could only exist as a shape, never a story.

Elias’s thoughts wandered, first in slow arcs, then in tighter, looping circles. He counted his breath, lost track, started again. He catalogued the small aches—left knee sharper than the right, shoulders tensed, neck growing stiff from holding his chin down. At first, he tried to imagine the suite beyond the blue light: the exact pattern of the tiles, the camera’s tiny red LED, the sealed door, the rota board’s silent data stream. Eventually, even that faded, replaced by the relentless now of kneeling and waiting.

The isolation was not total; he knew he was being observed. Cameras logged every twitch, every shift, every moment of micro-noncompliance. But the lack of active presence, the absence of voice, made the scrutiny almost abstract—surveillance distilled to its purest form. There was no one to perform for, only the algorithm, only the routine. It was, in some cold sense, a relief. There could be no failure tonight, only the possibility of becoming blank enough to match the Hall’s expectation of perfect erasure.

Occasionally, he would find himself slipping into a half-dream, the edges of sleep and waking blurred by the persistent ache in his legs and back. Sometimes he jolted upright, uncertain if a second or an hour had passed. The room was unchanged, every detail returned to protocol. The cold pressed in, and he focused on his mantra:

No loop. No voice. I remain. I obey.

It became a pulse, a comfort, the only measure of self left in a world designed to strip him of everything but compliance.

Elias felt himself dissolving into the slow river of night, the silence drawing every sense inward, even as it dulled the sharpness of want. His pride, such as it was, rested in his stillness, his refusal to deviate, his ability to endure without stimulus or recognition. The Hall required nothing more, and tonight, nothing less.

At the edge of sleep, or something like it, he felt almost grateful for the depth of this silence, for the chance to become, if only for a few hours, less than a patient and more than an object—a point of absolute compliance in a system that measured only endurance.

When the whirr of the rota board briefly shifted, casting a new flicker of blue over the mat, Elias barely noticed. He had become, in this night of isolation, exactly what the Hall required: still, silent, erased, and perfectly correct.

With the blue-lit silence holding him in its unyielding grip, Elias drifted into a strange state where time and identity seemed to lose their shape. The ache in his legs and back became a kind of baseline, less pain than reminder—a pulse of the body’s presence, the only proof of existence left to him. His breath, shallow and controlled, misted faintly in the chill, merging with the background hum of the air system. The suite felt smaller now, not merely a space but a vessel: sealed, padded, emptied of everything but the weight of protocol.

Tonight was different. There would be no loop—no mantra in Sabine’s voice, no comfort or torment in the repetition of her syllables. The staff had made the ritual explicit: “Final blackout. Reflex independence test. No auditory or visual cue. Patient to maintain protocol until morning check.” The rota board’s blue glow made the instruction absolute. For the first time since admission, Elias’s submission was to be measured in the absence of all external stimulus. He was to be his own guardian, his own engine of erasure.

He recited the old phrases in silence, lips moving beneath the hood:

Sabine decides. I obey. Control is care. I am not permitted.

But there was no echo, no response, only the tightness in his chest, the quiver of muscle from maintaining posture. He felt the urge, rising unbidden, to say her name—just to break the hush, to call her into the void the Hall had constructed around him. His throat constricted on the half-sound, and he caught himself.

No loop. No voice. I remain. I obey.

The staff, watching through the cameras, noted every flicker of tension: his jaw working, the flutter at his throat, the momentary tightening of hands within the mitts. Their notes would read, “Compliance: sustained. Micro-deviation: observed, self-corrected. Reflex independence—maintained.” He was not given praise, nor was he rebuked. The Hall’s logic was absolute: endurance, not hope; obedience, not longing.

The hours bled together. He drifted in and out of a waking dream, fragments of memory surfacing and dissolving. He saw Sabine at the edge of vision—sometimes in her flat, sometimes behind the glass, always just beyond his reach. Her voice was never clear, always reduced to the protocol phrase: “Rule retained.” Even in imagination, her touch was clinical—a gloved hand at his collar, a palm at his jaw to angle his tag for the archive. The pleasure of her attention was absent, replaced by the cold, procedural comfort of knowing he was still being seen, if only as data.

Every so often, his mind rebelled, tried to conjure old desires: the warmth of her palm, the hush of her perfume, the private cadence of his name spoken in her mouth. But the blackout swallowed these attempts, turning even longing into a lesson. His pride was not in wanting, but in refusing to want. There was a bitter, quiet relief in that: to find comfort not in closeness, but in the perfect, hollow silence of the institution.

The Hall recorded every metric.

Posture: maintained.

Reflex: independent of Sabine stimulus.

Compliance: optimal.

Emotional deviation: minimal.

A nurse, reviewing the data from her post at the monitoring station, made the final notation: “Subject held protocol throughout blackout. No Sabine input. No loop. Correction: not required. Patient correct.”

In the suite, Elias’s sense of self thinned, dissolved into the pattern of his own breath, the subtle ache of held muscles, the mantra of endurance. He was no longer waiting for Sabine, nor for the staff, nor for the comfort of recognition. There was only the protocol, the discipline of posture, and the deepening comfort of being emptied, erased, and found enough.

As night stretched further, he stopped reciting the mantras, stopped even naming his own compliance. There was only the rhythm of heart and lungs, the cold press of the posture blocks, the steady blue flicker of the rota board. The Hall’s gaze was everywhere and nowhere—omnipresent but no longer personal. For the first time, he did not long for it. He simply remained, the logic of obedience complete.

If he dreamed at all, he did not remember it.

At some indistinct point in the night, Elias slipped past the edge of wakefulness, the boundary between vigilance and sleep blurred by pain, exhaustion, and the relentless hush. Time ceased to mean anything; the silence became a texture that thickened, then thinned, then folded itself into something almost tender.

In that borderless place, his mind conjured Sabine—not as memory, but as a structure, a principle. She was not soft or personal; she was all protocol, all distance, her body built from the blue shadows and clinical lines of the Hall. He saw her moving through corridors washed in institutional light, her heels striking the tile in perfect rhythm with the rota’s invisible clock. She wore her hair up, her clothes immaculate, her face composed—at once the woman he had ached for and the custodian who had written the logic of his denial.

She did not speak to him. If she addressed him at all, it was through the words of the rota or the clipped, impersonal phrasing of staff. In the dream, Sabine’s voice was not the cool silk he remembered, but the neutral intonation of a recorded protocol:

Rule retained. Compliance observed. Correction not required.

She circled him, clipboard in hand, eyes never meeting his, the whole scene witnessed by the glare of gallery lights and the silent scroll of donor commentary above their heads.

He tried, in the dream, to kneel straighter, to square his collar tag for her attention. But every movement was absorbed into the choreography of demonstration—he was always already correct, always already erased, never quite able to catch her eye or merit her touch. The ache that rose was not longing, but the emptiness left behind when longing became obsolete.

Occasionally, the dream glitched: he would glimpse her shoes pausing near his knee, or feel the ghost of her perfume settling over his head. Sometimes he heard his own name—not spoken, but recorded, transcribed, reduced to a file number scrolling across a rota board. He drifted further, the dreamscape dissolving into a blue-lit room, the air heavy with latex and cold, the only sounds the faint relay clicks and the distant, disembodied hum of ventilation.

Even in dreaming, the Hall’s logic prevailed. When he tried to remember why he knelt, why he yearned, he found nothing but the shape of obedience, the hush of protocol. He felt, in the deepest part of the dream, a flicker of pride—not for being seen, not for being loved, but for being perfectly, perfectly correct.

When the cycle shifted, it happened without warning. Elias woke with a start, his body frozen in the same kneeling posture the staff had left him in. The blue night light had not changed; the rota board’s glow was just as it had been hours earlier. His knees ached, the blocks biting at bone; his jaw was slack, neck stiff, hands tingling from disuse. He had no idea if he had slept for minutes or hours.

There was a moment—half panic, half release—when he did not know whether he was still dreaming or had returned to waking. His first instinct was to listen for the loop, for Sabine’s voice in his ear, but there was nothing: no mantra, no guidance, not even the echo of her name. Only the soft hiss of air, the relentless, institutional blue.

He shifted slightly, enough for the posture blocks to bite anew, and let the sensation tether him back to reality. The silence was absolute, the world pared down to pulse and ache and the memory of protocol. Even as his mind searched for the comfort of instruction, he found himself mouthing the words that had filled the dream:

Rule retained. Compliance observed. Correction not required.

He exhaled, long and slow, head bowing deeper under the invisible weight of the Hall’s gaze. The cold had settled into his skin; the numbness in his legs was only partially relieved by the shallow shift in posture. He waited, as he always did, for the next cue, the next intrusion of discipline or care, but none came.

In this blue-lit hush, he realised that whatever hunger he had once carried—for Sabine’s attention, for praise, for any contact at all—had faded into a distant ache, barely distinguishable from the aches of body and bone. He was not comforted, not exactly, but he was no longer afraid. To wake kneeling, to wake correct, to find himself already in the posture of obedience—that was now its own relief.

The Hall did not need him to hope or remember. It needed only that he remain: silent, still, and perfectly contained. So he did.

Dawn crept into the Hall without flourish, the first grey light barely touching the edges of the rota board’s blue glow. Inside Elias’s suite, the world was unchanged: the same padded stillness, the same hum of air, the slow ache of body held too long in compliance. There was no sense of having crossed a threshold, only the dull satisfaction of having survived another cycle—emptied, unaltered, unbroken.

It was the nurse’s entrance that marked the hour, not the sun. Her approach was a gentle sequence of routine: keycard beep, soft pneumatic hiss of the door, clipboard in hand. She stepped into the blue wash of night protocol and paused, surveying Elias without a word. He remained as she had left him—kneeling on the mat, posture blocks holding his legs wide, hands mittened and heavy, chin lowered, collar tag squared for the first light of morning.

She did not speak to him. The ritual was as much for the cameras and the rota board as for the body in the centre of the room. She crouched to inspect the blocks, testing each with a careful hand. “Posture: maintained,” she said, her voice low but clear for the audio log. She pressed a gloved palm to his brow, checking for fever or deviation, then unfastened one mitt to check his pulse. “Pulse: steady. No deviation.”

She inspected the nappy and the plug, hands moving with gentle, methodical care. “Nappy: damp. No leak. Plug: seated.” She made a final notation on her tablet, then stepped back, eyes lingering for a moment on Elias’s bowed head. “Patient compliant throughout blackout. No auditory or visual input. Reflex independence confirmed.”

The rota board in the corridor flickered, the blue text replaced by a new message: Blackout complete. Compliance optimal. Next use: scheduled. In that moment, the room felt almost larger—emptier, certainly, but tinged with the faintest trace of relief. The Hall did not require celebration. Its appetite was for evidence: stillness logged, obedience archived, survival rendered into data points and absence.

The nurse adjusted Elias’s posture blocks, then gently unbuckled them, easing his legs back beneath him. His muscles flared with returning sensation—pins and needles, a distant, echoing ache—but he did not flinch or move, waiting for the next instruction. She unlocked his mitts, working each hand free, fingers stiff and pale in the morning light. There was no comfort in her touch, but neither was there coldness—only the neutral, absolute care of institutional routine.

She helped him to sit on the mat, legs stretched, arms limp at his sides. For a moment, they sat together in silence: Elias relearning the outline of his own body, the nurse tapping quietly at her tablet, entering the last of the night’s metrics. When she rose to leave, she glanced down at him, eyes calm and unreadable. “Protocol held. Cycle closed.” It was not praise, not quite, but it was enough.

She exited with the same quiet professionalism, door hissing shut and locking behind her. The lights in the suite brightened imperceptibly, returning the space to its daytime clarity. Elias blinked in the sudden, colourless brightness, every muscle sore but functional. He drew his knees to his chest, hands finally his own again, and let his head fall forward, forehead to mat.

On the rota board, the last note of the cycle scrolled:

No loop played. Patient compliant. Reflex independent of Sabine stimuli. Blackout cycle complete.

The Hall did not pause to mark his endurance. There was always another protocol, another day, another demonstration to survive. But for a moment, in the hush of morning, Elias found a certain peace—not pride, not even relief, but the calm of knowing he had matched the institution’s expectation perfectly, survived without deviation or hope.

He let the silence linger, breathing in the new air, letting himself be nothing more than correct—emptied, wiped clean, and ready for the rota to begin again.


Chapter 15: Demonstration – Total Use — Beat Plan

The day began with a silence that was different from all others—a hush that was expectant, charged, the air in Elias’s suite thick with anticipation and the faint scent of disinfectant, plastic, and something sweeter, used only on demonstration days. The rota board outside his door pulsed with a special designation: Demonstration: Total Use – Utility Tier. It was a message that carried weight, a mark of status and of surrender. Even the staff’s footsteps seemed quieter, every movement measured, every word clipped short for the benefit of protocol.

A nurse arrived, efficient and unreadable, her tablet in hand. “U432. Prepare for demonstration.” Elias was roused from the mat, his body already aching from the long night of posture blocks and silence. He submitted without a word as the nurse checked his collar, ensuring the tag caught the morning light for the cameras. Mitts were buckled on, tight and final; each finger pressed flat, every buckle snug. The nappy was checked, changed, taped with brisk precision, the plug at its base pressed, rotated, and logged—“Seated, responsive, no leak.” His tunic was folded away, skin left exposed but for the white, institutional uniform of restraint and absorbency.

She guided him to kneel at the suite’s threshold while she finished her checks—pulse at his neck, breath at his lips, posture corrected until his back was perfectly straight, hands folded on his thighs, collar tag aligned. He could hear, distantly, the muted activity of the Hall beyond: relay clicks, distant announcements, the low hum of anticipation that marked any major protocol event. Every sense was tuned to the slow tightening of ritual, the knowledge that today’s demonstration was not just for staff, but for donors and the institution itself.

The nurse clipped a lead to his collar, checked the wrist buckles once more, and led him out into the corridor. Doors opened as they approached, lights brightening along the route, every staff member stepping aside, heads bowed, acknowledging the gravity of the demonstration. Elias moved as he had been trained—each step wide and silent, posture perfect, his mind quiet except for the steady mantra: I exist to serve. I do not feel. I obey.

At the entrance to the theatre, another nurse joined them, inspecting Elias’s restraints, confirming each strap, tag, and posture block. “U432: demonstration sequence. Utility tier, fully compliant.” The doors slid open with a soft pneumatic sigh, and the light inside struck him like a physical blow—bright, white, clinical, no place to hide or turn away. The air was cooler in here, touched by the sharp tang of latex and the faint chemical heat of spotlight bulbs.

The stage was bare except for a low padded mat at its centre, two tables set with the apparatus of ritual: feeding tube, wipes, spare nappies, gags, a stack of clean mitts, and a tray of plugs and inspection tools, all glinting under the lights. The observation gallery above was already full: donors in dark suits and pale dresses, styluses poised, their faces half-illuminated by the blue wash of rota data and camera feeds. Senior staff lined the back wall, tablets at the ready, their posture rigid, eyes attentive.

The rota board at the stage edge displayed his code in luminous green:

U432 – Demonstration: Total Use.

Beside it, session metrics ticked live, awaiting each logged moment. The atmosphere was dense with silence—no music, no small talk, only the buzz of anticipation and the whir of cameras focusing.

He was led to the centre of the mat, positioned for maximum visibility. One nurse checked his knees and ankles, another his collar and chin, aligning his tag with the main gallery camera. A third nurse arranged the feeding tube, checked the readiness of wipes and spare restraints. Each action was narrated, quietly and clinically, for the benefit of the archive:

“Patient U432: posture correct. Nappy dry. Plug seated. Pulse: 62. No deviation.”

The lights seemed to press down harder as the nurse unbuckled the lead and withdrew, leaving Elias alone at the heart of the theatre—bare but for his restraints, surrounded by the instruments of his own use, and the cold, expectant eyes of the institution. The silence was complete. For a moment, he felt himself vanish into the ritual, the heat of the lights indistinguishable from the flush of his own skin.

Above, the donors leaned forward, their attention as clinical and complete as the Hall’s. Elias’s body, every inch restrained and displayed, became not just evidence of utility, but the very template of obedience and surrender. He did not hope for comfort or reward. Today, his only virtue would be found in use.

The ritual had begun. The next command would shape him into the perfect object the Hall required.

The ritual began in silence, the theatre’s air thick with the knowledge that every movement was being watched, logged, and preserved. A nurse approached the centre of the stage, her voice amplified for both staff and donors. “Demonstration: feeding protocol. Patient U432—utility tier.” She gestured for Elias to hold his position: kneeling, hands in mitts, head bowed, collar tag shining for the camera.

She prepared the feeding tube, gloved fingers moving with clinical precision. Another nurse steadied Elias’s head, the gesture gentle but utterly impersonal. The tube, tipped with a soft nozzle, was pressed to his lips; he opened on instinct, his jaw compliant, the mitts robbing him of the chance to assist or resist. Cool, slightly sweet liquid—nutritional formula laced with electrolytes—dripped steadily onto his tongue, each swallow counted, logged on the rota board as the donors watched in analytical silence.

“Feed: complete. Patient did not resist. Compliance: total.” The tube was withdrawn, his mouth wiped, the nurse pausing to check his eyes and pulse before moving away. There was no word of comfort, no praise. The feeding, like everything else, was a demonstration of his usefulness—not only to survive, but to be handled, processed, and rendered correct in front of the gallery.

Next came posture checks. The supervisor’s voice echoed over the PA: “U432—assume protocol postures. Hold each until released.” A nurse tapped his thigh. “Present gag.” Elias shifted as much as the blocks and mitts allowed, opening his mouth to receive the broad panel gag. The nurse slid it into place, buckling it with slow deliberation, tugging each strap to test the seal. She checked his jaw, then nodded for the rota camera.

“Present for inspection.” Another nurse directed him to brace forward, spine straight, arms forward on the mat, nappy and plug exposed for the gallery. The inspection was slow, methodical—each adjustment, each check, each note recited for the donors:

“Nappy: dry, no leak. Plug: seated, responsive. Posture: held. Emotional deviation: none.”

He was ordered to kneel upright, to brace, to shift position, to present his hands for further restraint checks. Each posture was scored in real time—shoulders back, chin down, collar tag always squared for the gallery’s view. Every tremor, every sigh, every unbidden reaction was logged:

—Compliance: maintained.

Posture: corrected where needed.

Stillness: exemplary.

Denial was woven through every step. No pleasure was granted—no touch lingered, no voice softened. Every reaction was read only as data. Staff moved with the focus of surgeons, their hands quick, precise, and cold. Even as the feeding tube was removed or the gag buckled in place, Elias felt himself fade into the ceremony: there was no self, only use, only the clean ache of being made correct.

When the nappy was checked again—this time with two fingers pressed firm at the waistband, the plug rotated, the mitts prodded and tested—there was no warning, no shame. His body had become evidence, a tool for demonstration. The donors took notes, staff called out the scores:

—No resistance.

Compliance: perfect.

Object: correct.

The entire sequence was a choreography of submission, each action rehearsed, every response seamless. The Hall’s appetite for spectacle was satisfied by his stillness, by the unbroken ritual of restraint, posture, exposure, and denial. The rota board ticked through each protocol:

Feed—complete.

Posture—held.

Denial—total.

Inspection—logged.

For Elias, the world narrowed to breath and posture, the ache in his knees, the cold logic of protocol. There was no reward waiting, only the knowledge that use was, here, the only form of care. Each command became a moment of erasure, every silence a reminder that, in the Hall, obedience was its own end.

As the last posture was held, the gallery above was utterly silent—no applause, only the soft tap of styluses, the hum of rota data, the air thick with approval unspoken and the promise that the lesson was being learned by all.

The next sequence unfolded with the exactitude of ritual, the theatre stilled by anticipation as staff converged for public inspection. Elias remained kneeling, his posture locked, body held open by protocol and by the certainty that every detail of his submission was being catalogued for the Hall’s appetite.

The lead nurse stepped into the centre of the lights, her gloved hands holding a clipboard and stylus, her voice projected for the benefit of both the gallery and the archive. “Commencing full inspection. Patient U432—utility demonstration. All metrics will be read aloud, all compliance scored in real time.”

Two nurses approached Elias, one at each side. Their movements were synchronous, clinical: one pressing her palm against his lower back, the other lifting his chin to better angle his collar tag for the rota camera. The posture blocks were checked, their pressure confirmed at the knees and ankles. “Posture blocks—intact. Patient holds position.”

“Inspection: nappy.” The first nurse pressed at the waistband, then drew the nappy slightly aside to display its status for the donors, exposing the base of the plug. “Nappy: dry. Plug: base visible. No leak. No displacement.” The inspection was as public as any punishment, Elias’s exposure total, his role as specimen sealed.

A third nurse ran two fingers along the inside of each mitten, checking for circulation and logging every tremor. “Mitts: circulation optimal. No tension, no resistance.” The data was called out, entered immediately into the rota log, the numbers scrolling across the observation screens.

The lead nurse read the results as they appeared:

—Pulse: 64.

Muscle tension: minimal.

Micro-tremor: absent.

Respiratory rate: steady.

Emotional index: low, within protocol.

Every line of data was a verdict, each number a proof of how well he had learned to disappear.

As each check was completed, the nurse turned toward the gallery. “All compliance points correct. Patient displays utility standard: no protest, no deviation.” Her words were both judgment and instruction—a living lesson for staff and donors alike. Above, the donors tapped their styluses, the rota board updating in real time: Inspection—passed. Virtue—observed.

A staff supervisor moved to the side of the mat, directing the spotlight over Elias’s body as the next sequence began:

“Demonstrate posture—kneeling, arms folded, collar presented.”

Elias complied, his motions automatic, every muscle mapped and scored. He could feel the cold of the air and the heat of the lights; the ache in his legs, the numbness in his hands, the pressure at his hips—all of it public, all of it reduced to data.

The nurses narrated each correction:

—“Patient holds posture: duration, ninety seconds.

Compliance, continuous.

Stillness: exemplary.

No error.”

Their words were a liturgy, an affirmation that, here, virtue was exposure, and shame became just another metric to be logged and archived.

The inspection concluded with a last, lingering sweep: the gag checked for drool or tension, the collar tag held up for one final photo, the nappy’s fit pressed and smoothed. “Patient prepared for next use. All metrics logged.” The nurses stepped back, entering their findings on the rota, while the supervisor turned to the gallery:

“Object is correct. Use is seamless. Data affirms—utility tier fulfilled.”

For Elias, the moment was both relief and erasure. His heart thudded with a hollow pride; he felt the chill of exposure and the clinical comfort of being, if not seen, then measured. Every part of him had become a unit of data, every gesture an entry in the Hall’s archive. There was no shame left, only the cool, dry taste of being exactly what was required.

Above, the donors conferred, some murmuring approval, others merely logging the demonstration as another successful protocol. Staff exchanged glances, the rota board ticking over to the next sequence. The air hung heavy with the scent of latex and the knowledge that, for the Hall, every humiliation was also a lesson—a line in the record that proved the system worked.

Elias bowed his head, breath shallow, posture perfect, every sense narrowed to the faint hum of the gallery lights and the knowledge that, for now, his use was complete.

The demonstration reached its height not in a single act, but in the relentless absence of error—a perfect, wordless display of protocol executed without flaw. The theatre was held in suspense by that silence, every movement as meaningful as a speech, every breath weighted by the presence of the Hall’s collective gaze.

Elias had been stripped of everything that marked him as a man except for his body’s capacity to submit, to serve, to be used. He did not speak—could not, with the gag fitted so tight and the expectation of silence so absolute. He moved only when commanded: a shift in posture, a tilt of the head, the offering of hands for re-buckling, the slow presentation of his jaw or collar tag for inspection. Each movement was frictionless, anticipatory, as if he had internalised the rota itself.

The staff observed closely, but with a cool, satisfied detachment. There was nothing left to correct. The lead nurse, clipboard in hand, narrated softly for the benefit of the archive: “No deviation. No hesitation. Patient responds instantly to all commands. Object is correct.” She checked his pulse, the dryness of the nappy, the stillness of his hands; the only reactions she could find were physiological—small, inevitable, easily logged and understood.

Each step was echoed by the rota board:

—Posture: 10/10.

Response time: 0.9 seconds.

Correction required: none.

Compliance: flawless.

The data was a kind of applause, but there was no sound of satisfaction—only the stylus taps, the faint, ritual murmur of the donors, and the whir of the gallery’s cameras.

The entire sequence unfolded in clean, inexorable rhythm. Elias felt pain—thighs burning from tension, jaw aching from the gag, numbness in his arms and hands—but the pain was not punishment, only the cost of perfection. His pride was in his vanishing: to be so correct that he left no mark but a tick on the rota, no echo but data, no memory but the image of faultless use.

He was not praised, not thanked. The staff’s approval was delivered in absence: no rebuke, no need for guidance. They exchanged a glance, logged the results, and nodded once to the gallery as if to say, This is how it should be done. The demonstration was no longer about Elias at all; it was about the Hall, the ritual, the system that produced obedience so perfect it became invisible.

For Elias, this was the summit of erasure. His body was only a tool, his mind an empty vessel tuned to command. The ache in his muscles was a dull, consuming comfort—pain that proved nothing except that he had not been spared, not been forgotten. The data scrolled overhead, every number another proof of his disappearance:

Object: correct. Utility: total. Session: seamless.

He drifted in that space, the pain and pride indistinguishable, his internal voice narrowed to a mantra—I do not feel. I obey. I am used. I am correct. Each phrase was a confirmation, not of personhood, but of the Hall’s appetite, the institution’s appetite for usefulness and absence.

As the last posture was called, the gallery was silent, every eye fixed not on him, but on the rota’s verdict. Staff removed his mitts, checked his pulse, lifted his chin for one final scan. The nurse nodded to the supervisor: “Session complete. Patient U432—utility tier: fulfilled.” No one looked at Elias for praise or gratitude. His reward was the ritual itself, the proof of having been used to the Hall’s satisfaction.

He knelt for a moment longer, watching the light shift as the rota board ticked over. For that moment, he allowed himself to feel a sliver of peace—not joy, not even relief, but the satisfaction of having become the thing the institution needed most: perfect, seamless, and almost entirely erased.

The demonstration ended as it had begun: not with applause or the relief of dismissal, but with a slow, clinical winding down, every movement designed to preserve the hush of perfect ritual. The air in the theatre was heavy, almost still; the harsh white lights dimmed incrementally, shadows lengthening in the corners as staff prepared to clear the stage.

The lead nurse, clipboard in hand, stepped forward. She signalled to Elias with a brief gesture—no words, just a tilt of the head, a hand at his elbow. He rose slowly, muscles trembling with the effort, the ache in his legs and jaw a living residue of use. She checked his collar tag one final time for the closing log, ensuring the numbers faced the nearest camera, then straightened the posture blocks, smoothing the mat behind him. “U432—session complete,” she announced for the benefit of the record, her tone as flat and calm as the rota board’s light.

The other staff gathered the apparatus: feeding tube, wipes, the unused spare mitts, the tray of plugs. Everything was returned to its correct place, wiped down, logged, set aside for the next cycle. The demonstration suite was left as empty and impersonal as it had been at the start—no sign of spectacle, no trace of the body that had performed for the Hall’s audience, only the cool shine of clean vinyl and the ghost of footsteps on tile.

The gallery above emptied with the same quiet efficiency. Donors and senior staff filed out, murmuring in low voices, styluses tapping out the last lines of commentary, the rota board recording the closing data:

Session closed.

U432—utility confirmed.

No deviation.

Identity sealed in archive.

The air was left thick with the residue of observation, the knowledge that every act, every posture, every denial had been transformed into a lesson, a score, a metric for the next training.

Elias was led from the stage, the nurse’s grip at his elbow firm, neither cruel nor kind. He was guided down the corridor, past the sealed doors and silent rota boards, his presence now just another data point sliding into institutional memory. No staff member met his eyes or spoke his name; he was function now, his body the sum of all the Hall’s requirements, his identity already dissolving in the hush that followed a perfectly executed protocol.

Back in his suite, the nurse unbuckled his mitts, removed the posture blocks, and checked the fit of the nappy and plug. She logged his return with a tap on her tablet:

“Patient: U432. Demonstration complete. Returned to suite. Awaiting next use.”

There was no debrief, no summary, only the ritual of care rendered mechanical, the final act of erasure that sealed his utility for another day.

The suite was silent. Elias was left kneeling on the mat, hands open in his lap, the echo of bright lights still flickering behind his eyes. Outside the door, the rota board’s green light dimmed, the last message scrolling past in clean, clinical type:

Utility: perfected. Session: archived. Patient: compliant.

He exhaled, body aching, mind blurring the lines between pride and emptiness. There was comfort in the silence, in the slow return of solitude. For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine the Hall itself had absorbed every trace of his use—every breath, every ache, every ounce of discipline—until there was nothing left but data, protocol, and the waiting quiet.

He closed his eyes, letting the hush of the room become its own confirmation. There was no praise to hope for, no punishment to fear. Only the simple, absolute truth: he had served, and in serving, disappeared.

Outside, the rota board clicked to the next assignment. The Hall’s appetite moved on. In the cool, unlit quiet, Elias knelt, as correct and empty as he had ever been, ready—always ready—for whatever the Hall would ask next.


Epilogue – Utility

Morning in the Hall was never bright, but it was always clear. The air held the scent of fresh disinfectant and polished steel, a faint trace of latex, the dustless, electric tang that meant everything here had a purpose, everything was in its right place. The rota board ticked over in the corridor outside Elias’s suite, the green glow washing the vinyl in silent command. The night had ended not with hope, but with the certainty of procedure fulfilled. In this place, that was as close to comfort as the day would offer.

He was woken by a gentle tap at the door, a nurse entering with the first notes of routine. “U432. Collar station.” No warmth in the voice, but no need for cruelty—her care was precise, measured, as correct as the stripes on her uniform. Elias rose, knees stiff, arms sluggish, the aches of perfect submission still echoing through his muscles. The nappy was checked, mitts applied, collar tag aligned, his body made ready for the final ceremony.

She led him from the suite with the leash clipped to his collar, her hand steady but impersonal, guiding him down the corridor where the early shift was already underway. Staff nodded as they passed, logging his presence on tablets, entering times and codes into the institutional memory. The hum of the rota, the distant hiss of air vents, the soft click of relay doors—all of it fused into a single, seamless background.

At the end of the hall, the collar station was already prepared: a clean bench, a tray with tools and wipes, a new metal plate gleaming beside a stamping press. The supervisor stood waiting, badge bright, her posture as upright and calm as any in the Hall. She gestured for Elias to kneel at the bench, posture blocks already set in place. He obeyed without hesitation, breath slow, hands folded on his thighs, collar tag shining beneath the flat, steady lights.

The nurse removed his old tag with gloved hands, setting it aside in a clear bag, its surface scratched and dulled by a cycle’s worth of use. She cleaned the skin at his throat with a pad, the chill a sharp, fleeting reminder of his own vulnerability. Then she lifted the new plate with tongs, holding it up for the supervisor’s inspection.

The supervisor nodded. “Proceed.”

With a single, heavy motion, the nurse set the tag beneath the stamping press. The steel arm fell, the sound ringing out, crisp and final. When she lifted it away, the plate read:

HARROWICK HALL — UTILITY PATIENT U432

The moment was almost silent. The nurse polished the new plate, fitted it to the collar with calm precision, snapped it shut, and logged the change with a tap of her stylus. “Collar change. Utility tier. Patient U432.” The supervisor entered a final note on her tablet: “Utility status confirmed. Reflex independent. Cycle closed.”

There was no audience, no donors, no gallery—just the cold wash of morning and the scent of steel and soap. The staff moved with the same quiet as always, the ritual complete without spectacle. Elias bowed his head, feeling not pride, not relief, but a deep, pervasive calm: the ceremony was not about him, but about the Hall, about the perfection of process, the certainty of use.

When he stood, his collar gleamed in the soft light, the new plate heavy and cool at his throat. The nurse straightened his posture, checked the alignment one last time, and nodded to the supervisor. “Return to rota,” she said, and guided Elias back into the corridor, her grip still firm, her presence already fading into the hum of the institution.

As they moved toward his suite, another patient passed—Isla, hair brushed neat, collar tag new, her face composed in the cool discipline of morning. She slowed, pausing just enough to meet Elias’s gaze, and nodded—tiny, almost imperceptible, a gesture born of survival, not sentiment. For an instant, they stood within arm’s reach, two bodies marked by use, each the other’s silent witness. Elias bowed in return, the motion slow and serene. There was no longing in the gesture, no regret. It was the affirmation of a protocol lived and endured: We are what the Hall has made us. We endure together, alone.

The nurse continued on, her hand at Elias’s elbow, Isla moving away down the corridor, her footsteps measured and sure. The moment passed, but the recognition remained—a last spark of humanity, unspoken and correct.

The station door slid open behind them, the corridor emptying into the slow current of the Hall’s morning routines. There was no sign of Sabine—her absence now as complete as her control. She existed only in the lines of protocol, in the clean finality of the embossed tag at Elias’s throat, in the cycle she had perfected. Her name was not spoken, her presence not needed. The Hall itself was her final act, her legacy sealed in silence and repetition.

In the supervisor’s office, a final notation was logged for the record:

“Patient U432—utility tier confirmed. Blackout complete. Emotional deviation—none. Cycle archived.”

No commentary followed, no word of exception or hope. The Hall’s appetite was satisfied. The archive would hold.

Outside, the rota board flipped to the next assignment:

USE DAY: DEMO

The RFID tag at Elias’s collar chirped as he passed beneath the camera, confirming his identity, his purpose, his return to the only cycle that mattered. The air was cool, the corridor suffused with the clean, chemical scent of routine.

He was guided to his assigned station, kneeling as he had so many times before, hands resting open on his thighs, the collar tag shining for the record. The rota board glowed above him, the data streaming in silent confirmation:

U432: Utility confirmed. Cycle active. Session open.

He felt no fear, no hope, not even the ache of anticipation. There was only the slow, absolute settling of his own breath, the quiet rhythm of his heart, the discipline of having been made correct. He was no longer waiting for Sabine, or for kindness, or even for the moment to end. He was what the Hall required—nothing more, nothing less.

The lights above dimmed, the morning washing over him in the soft hush of duty completed. Isla’s nod lingered somewhere in the space behind his eyes; the memory of her presence was like the memory of the Hall’s old shadows—faint, persistent, impossible to untangle from the fabric of his own identity.

Outside the station, the rota board ticked over again, the next cycle already in motion. Elias remained kneeling, posture perfect, mind quiet, breath even. There was no need for words, no need for recognition. The protocol had closed. The Hall was satisfied. He was ready for use.

The door sealed, the rota light faded to a steady, unwavering green, and Elias, Utility Patient U432, surrendered at last to the deep, final peace of belonging to the system that had, with such slow and perfect patience, erased everything else.


Also by Roman Vale

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

💋 Slutty Little Secrets

Confessions too filthy to stay hidden.

This addictive collection dives into the minds of women and men who’ve done things they swore they’d never admit. From drunken dares and public hookups to forbidden affairs and voyeuristic thrills, each story reads like a whispered confession in the dark. Shameless, risky, and raw, Slutty Little Secrets is for readers who love to peek behind the curtain—and find someone moaning on the other side.

🪞 The Glass Room

Desire has nowhere to hide when the walls are made of glass.

Inside a sleek, anonymous space where no one’s truly alone, strangers step into fantasies that blur the line between private and exposed. Some come to watch. Some come to be watched. Others discover something darker in the reflection. The Glass Room is a voyeuristic, intimate, and atmospheric exploration of what happens when we stop pretending no one’s looking.

💼 Workplace Sluts

They’re meant to be professional—but temptation doesn’t clock out.

This provocative anthology series explores women caught between ambition and desire, where office walls, hotel corridors, and after-hours flights become stages for surrender. Each story blends psychological tension with raw eroticism, revealing what happens when control, curiosity, and risk collide behind closed doors. Whether it’s a colleague’s gaze, a boss’s order, or the thrill of being caught, Workplace Sluts turns everyday professionalism into dangerous intimacy. Bold, addictive, and unapologetically hot.

💎 Becoming Porcelain

Perfection isn’t given—it’s engineered.

This haunting trilogy follows Madison Cole through the Dollhouse, an elite finishing institute where beauty, obedience, and desire are sculpted into one flawless ideal. Across months of conditioning, modification, and display, she surrenders her will piece by piece, learning that stillness can be devotion and pleasure can be control. Lush, psychological, and unflinching, Becoming Porcelain transforms sensuality into ritual and submission into art. A story of obsession, discipline, and the erotic cost of perfection.

Coming Soon:

Decoration by Design

Silken Chains

cover.jpeg





OEBPS/font_rsrc1E5.ttf


OEBPS/font_rsrc1E8.ttf


OEBPS/font_rsrc1E3.ttf


OEBPS/font_rsrc1E7.ttf


