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Speaking Privileges

"Out," commanded the woman.

With his hands cuffed behind his back, Brad struggled to maintain his balance as he slipped along the back seat of the van. He stumbled out of the vehicle, his shoes hit the asphalt, and he nearly tumbled forward. The guards, either because they wanted to keep him from falling and hurting himself or simply because they didn't wish to waste any time, grabbed him.

Their powerful hands locked onto his forearms, and they dragged him toward the Miriam Dennings Judicial Center. He tried to remember if he had ever seen any pictures or video from the inside of that huge edifice. It served as the city jail, courthouse, prison, and men's hospital. All of those different details went fluttering through his head as he raised his face and stared at the enormous gates.

The women escorting him wore those form fitting, dark blue uniforms with shock batons on one side of their waists and pistols (loaded with tranquilizer darts) on the other. They were taller than he had expected. Obviously, he had stumbled across some of the propaganda clips online.

A few of those videos were explicitly sponsored. Others, however, seemed to organically slip into his feed. In every clip, those women were always so tall, so powerful, so muscular and beautiful at the same time.

They didn't just look like cops or law enforcement officers. Instead, they carried themselves with an almost militaristic veneer of perfect competence. Whenever he saw those videos, he had assumed it was nothing but propaganda. Most women, he understood, were shorter than him. They were shorter and smaller. They were supposed to be delicate. He was supposed to be broader and more powerful.

Here, these specially trained women were physically superior to him in every way.

Granted, Brad wasn't some massive bodybuilder in his own right. Then again, he had to wonder how many of the taller and more athletic women all across society had been recruited to work for the judicial branch of the New Gynarchic Empire.

Earlier in his life, he had been part of the republic. He had been a citizen in a democracy. But that was all gone now. As a kid, he remembered people constantly complaining about all of these different national concerns: the public debt, the bloated military budget, government inefficiency, and the creeping authoritarianism. With every successor, the President seemed to become more and more powerful, taking influence and control away from the courts and Congress. Like so many other people, Brad had been busy going to school, getting a job, and ultimately working. Simply waking up every day, doing his job to the best of his ability, and striving for a real career had been enough to leave him mostly exhausted.

Politics had seemed boring and distant.

But then everything happened so fast, and suddenly they were part of an empire. This time, it wasn't hyperbole or propaganda. It wasn't about poetry or criticizing the US.

Like so many other people, Brad didn't really care. On some level, maybe he remembered his social sciences teacher talking about the importance of democracy and the need to protect the republic. Then again, that all sounded so drearily academic, especially when he had other concerns.

Most of all, he fell in love. And even if he didn't like Audrey's little sister, he could put up with her if it meant he got to be with this beautiful woman.

Audrey. He gulped at the thought of his wife. The guards escorted him through the tall gates, and they snapped shut behind him, the metal reverberating with one loud boom that vibrated across the air.

His chest tightened, but he still didn't allow himself to panic. He couldn't panic! He couldn't freak out.

When they entered the facility, he saw the locked doors, the smooth and white floor beneath his shoes, and the various cameras arrayed overhead. They were watching him.

He knew it was silly, yet that fantasy of jerking his hands away from those women kept playing behind his eyes. Maybe he could elbow one and knee the other before he spun around and ran hard! Even with his hands cuffed by those plastic cords, he could fight back! If he could just get back to a door, go through the exit, and get outside, he could slip through the gate and escape.

It was a fantasy, and he knew it. That was never going to happen.

In a couple of those sponsored clips, he had watched as a woman announced proudly, "No man has ever been able to escape rehabilitation." With a bright smile, she had announced, "We believe in justice, and we believe in making sure that men understand how the world is supposed to work. We give them everything they needed to truly comprehend who they are supposed to be and how they should behave. For far too long, men have mistakenly believed that they are entitled to make their own decisions." At that moment, her face had hardened with the gravity of her declaration. "They aren't." She smiled again. "A happy man is an obedient man! So let's remember, it all starts with rehabilitation."

Rehabilitation.

That was the euphemism they liked to use.

He didn't even know exactly what it meant. Maybe Audrey and her little sister had a better idea. He tried not to think of Lily. They had never gotten along, and he grimaced, locking his teeth together as he imagined her sipping a glass of wine back home (in his house).

Finally, they took him to an intake room. He didn't know what it meant, not until they stopped him. There, they cut through the plastic cords biting into his wrists, and he glanced up. Right away, he wondered if this would be an opportunity. Again, it was just an errant idea. He knew better than to try, especially because those two trained guards stood right in front of him.

Before the birth of the New Gynarchic Empire, Brad had assumed that most guards at most facilities would be incompetent. They were supposed to sit around, playing on their phones, mostly bored.

One glance at these women, however, made it abundantly clear that they weren't going to tolerate anything other than his perfect behavior.

"Strip," ordered one of the women.

"Strip?"

That was when she pulled the stun baton off of her belt. She raised it up, and he saw the metallic prongs right there, just a few inches away from his face. Brad opened his mouth to say something, but that wasn't what she wanted. Neither of these guards were interested in anything he had to say; as a man, he wasn't entitled to speak, and now he had to pay for it.

She moved quick!

The baton blurred in front of him, and then he felt the cold metal push against the side of his neck. It was a perfect maneuver on her part. Instantly, he had to wonder how many times she had practiced it, only then she hit the button on the handle, and that the battery sent the energy surging up through the internal mechanism before it flashed along those metal prongs now making contact with his flesh. The electricity exploded through his body, knocking Brad to his knees. He fell down hard. Pain flashed up along his palms and knees, not that he really recognized it. Those dull thuds couldn't compete with the agony that had flared right there along the side of his neck.

Automatically, Brad reached up, thinking there would be some horrific burn along his skin. There wasn't.

"Don't worry," said the guard. "Our batons are perfectly calibrated to inflict maximum pain without causing any actual harm."

The other woman spoke up, "We wouldn't want to risk damaging another woman's property."

Another woman's property…

That phrase stopped him.

"Do you need another test?"

"No!" Brad called out.

"I think he needs another test," said the guard.

"Me too," said her compatriot.

"No," he quickly said. "Don't. Please, don't!"

"Did anyone say you had permission to talk?" A fierce grin spread across her face; as she smiled, she revealed her teeth, she adjusted the grip on her baton, and she moved just as fast as before.

Brad needed to jerk his hands up. He had to fight back somehow! Despite that impulse, he just wasn't fast enough. The metal prongs came into contact with his flesh, she hit the button, and another jolt of electricity poured along the internal components before snapping along the metallic tips and straight into his body.

He cried out. He shouted, practically screaming.

Then he jerked his head up, and he glared at those women. His eyes were wet, and he tried to channel every iota of anger and frustration that he possessed. He wanted those women to see him as some powerful beast. He was supposed to be a wild animal that could be neither contained nor controlled.

But then they were chuckling. They were laughing at him. They were taller and powerful, and he saw their black boots.

Immediately, his fury dissipated. He couldn't hold onto it, no matter how hard he tried.

"What's wrong? Are you scared? Are you scared you're going to get punished again?"

Brad opened his mouth to say something, only then he remembered her previous point. He didn't have permission to talk…

And yet, he wasn't supposed to need permission to speak! Brad could still remember the time before the Empire had begun, a time when he had been able to speak as a man. It wasn't as though he would walk down the street and women would glance in his direction, checking him out and objectifying him. He knew that feeling now. Their eyes would dart across his body, and they would make that instant decision: what did they think of him? Did they find him attractive? Did they feel like playing with him or flirting with him or teasing him?

When he was younger, he remembered a few women at his office talking about how important wedding rings were, if only because they helped to keep the guys away. All too often, especially for the more attractive girls at the office, these women had to contend with guys coming up to them, checking them out, and hitting on them. Most of the time, the man in question was polite. But then there were those guys who thought that these women owed them something. Their approaches weren't usually angry or aggressive. Those men just required time and energy. They thought that if they started to flirt with these women, then they had to respond, and if they didn't, they were being rude. It was the weight of expectation and the complete inability to understand that these women had their own goals and priorities. Sometimes, they might have been in a rush, or they just didn't feel like talking.

At first, Brad hadn't understood. Over the last few years, however, it started to make sense. He wore his wedding ring, and he tried to stay closer to Audrey whenever they went out.

She had noticed, and she liked it. She enjoyed holding his hand. Now, when she reached out and laced her fingers through his, there was this strange sense of possessiveness, as though he really did belong to her. At one point, he had felt like this domineering man. The world had changed, and everything was different…

All of those thoughts flashed behind his eyes.

"I asked you a question," said the guard.

His mouth opened, and he didn't understand what he was supposed to do, yet it was too late. The baton came up again in another blur. It flashed along his vision, the metal tips touched his skin, and he tried to pull back.

Brad wasn't quick enough.

Even with every muscle and joint in his body moving in perfect harmony, he couldn't summon the speed to yank back. The baton touched his flesh, and the woman activated the button, so the jolt of energy flooded through his frame. He felt it start right there, yet it shot out along every inch of his skin. He could feel it at his neck, up to his hairline, down through his chest, along his legs and all the way to the tips of his toes! There was just that incandescent agony.

In truth, Brad had never endured anything like this before, and he didn't know how to handle it.

"I don't think he understands," said one of the women.

"No, he doesn't," agreed the other.

"Another jolt?"

"Another jolt," agreed the other woman.

By this point, those shocks had stripped away every ounce of his strength. He was down on his hands and knees, and he didn't even know how to push himself back up onto his feet. He felt like he might have collapsed at any moment. But if he did, he suspected that these women would have been irritated with him. After all, that wouldn't be as much fun. They intended to tease him and play with him, and they weren't going to be satisfied with simply punishing a man down on his stomach.

Brad raised his head and shook it. His eyes were big with desperation, yet these guards showed him no mercy. Worse, he saw that mirth written across both of their faces. They were having fun with him!

She shocked him!

It was a different kind of pain. The energy rampaged across his nervous system. Every pain receptor seemed to scream out all at once. This didn't feel like scraping his knee, spraining an ankle, accidentally cutting his hand, or even those rare times when something hit him between his legs. He didn't even know how to articulate what those bursts of electricity felt like. All he knew for certain was that they made him cry out, they hurt, and they left him drained.

In some ways, it was the perfect punishment and the ideal way to control men just like him.

At this point, the guard closest to him crouched down. She still held onto the baton.

He had collapsed, yet now he pushed himself back up onto his hands and knees. She touched the baton to the underside of his chin. Tentatively, he started to stand. He wobbled, afraid his legs would just buckle at any point. Remarkably, Brad managed to remain upright.

"You don't speak unless we talk to you," said the guard. "You don't say anything unless we asked you a question."

Her colleague laughed, "Is that easy enough for you?"

"Yes," he said.

This time, they worked together…They shocked him again! Both of the instruments came at the same time, and they hit the sides of his neck. The women moved with perfect synchronicity, delivering those volts.

Another bright light of pain enveloped him; the agony swept across his senses, stripping away everything else. He couldn't think. He couldn't breathe. Maybe he cried out. If so, he didn't hear it. In that instant, there was nothing but that agony. It swallowed him to the point where he didn't even know how to exist.

But even when his senses started to reboot, Brad found himself on his back, and one woman was right there above him, her boot pressed down against his chest.

"These guys," she said with a shake of her head. She was talking to her colleague now. "Seriously, they never understand how this works. I mean, they come in here, and I get it. The first couple of men who we processed probably thought this wasn't a big deal. But look at him. He is still so scared."

"He doesn't understand," said the other woman.

"No," agreed the first one. "He doesn't understand." Finally, she addressed him again. "Get up."

The stepped back, and he knew he had to move. If he didn't, they could just crouch down again, shock him, and make him cry out. His mouth was dry, and his hope drifted away from trying to fight toward someone else. He was thinking of Audrey. He was thinking of talking to his wife and begging her to help him. She was a woman. She had credibility and gravitas within this new society. As his wife, she had authority over him. These women weren't supposed to hurt him because he was another woman's property…

Then again, they hadn't really hurt him. There was no long-lasting damage. He understood all of that even as he pushed himself back up onto his feet. Again, he swayed a little bit from side to side. Then, as they watched, he forced himself to go still. He hardened his muscles, his back became rigid, and he stared straight ahead.

"There we go," said one of the women.

"Much better. Now, boy, I'm going to ask you a question. I'm going to ask you a question, and you're going to answer."

Despite everything he had already endured, he wanted to look back at her and say, "I understand." In an instant, he stopped himself before he could even begin to open his mouth. His muscles locked up, and this felt more like an instinct or a reflex. It wasn't a conscious choice.

That was exactly what they wanted and expected from him. He needed to defer to them automatically. He needed to understand that they were the ones who made the important decisions, all while he listened and obeyed.

There was no other possibility. There were no other options, not for him.

That was what it meant to be a man here.

Rehabilitation. Brad had never really thought about that word before, yet it seemed to loop behind his eyes and between his ears. He heard it again and again as he thought about what it meant. Rehabilitation. When he had been a lot younger, that always referred to people who had drug problems or maybe other mental illnesses. But now he swallowed, and he glanced over at the door, and he wanted to get out of there, but they weren't done with him. Rehabilitation. They wanted to change him. They wanted to fix him. There was something wrong with him, and they had decided that it would be up to them to make things right…

He had to cooperate.

Brad blinked, and he didn't even know where that idea came from, especially because there were men out there who still fought the New Gynarchic Empire. Obviously, it was hard to get any kind of truth online. So much of it was controlled by the AI systems that were owned by the women who controlled the entirety of society. While things were fine for Audrey and Lily, Brad had noticed it so much more acutely. Granted, he was still allowed to go to work and earn a paycheck, but he had heard the rumors and whispers. Men were being laid off all across the country. They were being sent home to work.

At home, they were supposed to be happy as house spouses.

As house husbands, however, they weren't individuals with their liberties or rights. Instead, they became chattel and property.

At several points, Brad had thought about asking Audrey about this. There was just one problem: he wasn't sure whether or not he really trusted his wife.

Of course, he loved her, and he knew she would always do what she thought was best for him.

But what if they disagreed?

Seriously, he hadn't really considered this before. And yet, the possibility was there, hovering behind his eyes and somewhere at the back of his brain. He was thinking about how she might decide that this would be good for him. Maybe she would justify it.

And if he didn't get a say in the matter, then…

Although he hated the idea of begging his wife, he didn't see any other choice.

The guard's voice interrupted those thoughts. "Are you ready now? Are you ready to strip?" she asked with a little smirk.

He gulped, reached down, and started to pull off his clothing. Simultaneously, he was thinking about his wife, his sister-in-law, the women from work, and so much more. Most of all, his thoughts drifted back to that argument with one very annoying sister-in-law.

Before the warnings and the arrest, Brad sat at the kitchen table and stared into the last few swirls of his coffee. His laptop was open, and he knew he needed to deal with double checking those records. Sheila, back at work, expected him to review those sheets as soon as possible.

For the time being, however, Brad was thinking about something else. He knew it was only a matter of time before it happened again. It always did, he thought with a slow and irritated sigh.

The sound of the front door unlocking sent a sharp jolt through his body. He looked up, his jaw tightening.

She was his sister-in-law, but Lily walked in like she owned the place. Twenty-two, effortlessly beautiful, and completely self-assured, she had the same smirk she always wore when she saw him, like he was a joke she was barely tolerating. As he raised his gaze and locked his eyes on her, he tried did not to notice the glossy shine of her hair, the sharp features of her cheeks, her full lips, or the contours of her body. It wasn't just the fact that she was his wife's little sister. Instead, he didn't want this woman to understand that she could both annoy and attract him at the same time.

Lily already walked around with so much undeserved confidence.

"Morning, Bradley," she said, her voice light and teasing as she shut the door behind her. Bradley. Yes, she had the gall to use that name with him. She knew what he preferred, but that didn't matter to her as she casually dropped her purse on the counter and started rummaging through the cabinets. Seriously? This wasn't her home, and he didn't really care what Audrey had told her. Lily couldn't just do this! If she wanted to behave like a guest, then he could be a courteous host. But she needed to acknowledge that this was his house, his home, and she didn't have the right to barge in whenever she felt like it just because she was a woman!

Brad exhaled slowly as he tightened his grip the handle of his mug. "Lily, you can’t keep doing this."

She paused for a second, then turned to face him, one perfectly arched brow raised. "Doing what?"

"You can't keep walking in here like you own the place. You have a key, but that doesn’t mean you can just break in whenever you want."

Lily let out a soft laugh, shaking her head. "Oh, Bradley. You’re adorable when you try to sound assertive. But we both know that’s not how things work."

All at once, Brad stood up and shoved his chair back. The legs scraped against the tiled floor as he glowered at her with as much ferocity as he could manage. "This is my house, Lily. I don’t care what’s changed, I don’t care what anyone says—this is my home, and you don’t belong here."

Lily blinked at him, then smiled wider. "Your house? That’s cute. It belongs to Audrey. Just like you do."

His breath hitched as a cold wave passed through him. He clenched his fists. "I’m not some—some object." His nostrils flared, and he tried not to think about the different kinds of content this girl consumed online. She watched “those” short form videos. So many of them talked about men and women, boyfriends and girlfriends, husbands and wives, and how those relationships were supposed to work. As far as he was concerned, Lily loved to watch nothing but toxic content dedicated to that new idea: female superiority. When he had been younger, sexism had been a bad thing. Only now, it had been twisted with the rise of the empire.

Those thoughts dissipated as this young woman focused all of her attention on him. She wasn't supposed to be intimidating. He was bigger, taller, and stronger. Those physical realities should have given him every advantage! But now, she moved. Lily took a step closer, her expression amused. "Are you sure about that? Are you sure you're not property? The law says otherwise. You can dress it up however you want, but in the end, you belong to your wife…just like this house. And if Audrey wants me to have a key, I have a key."

Brad’s pulse pounded in his ears. Unwanted heat flashed along his cheeks, down his neck, and straight into the center of his core. He wasn’t stupid—he knew the laws, the expectations, and the rules of the world he lived in. But knowing didn’t mean accepting. Outside and back at work, he could play his part. But this was his house! He refused to let go of that idea. He was done with her nonsense!

"I don’t care what Audrey says," he shot back. "This is my space. I live here. I have a right to say who comes in and who doesn’t."

Lily sighed dramatically and crossed her arms. "You don’t have rights, Brad. You have privileges—privileges Audrey allows you to have. And trust me, she won’t take kindly to you suddenly forgetting your place."

For a second, he wanted to smile. Despite everything that had changed outside of this house, both Brad and Audrey still respected their relationship. That meant his wife respected him. Perhaps it had been the same back in the 1940s and 1950s in the United States. He thought of how some husbands might have been jerks and jackasses, treating their wives like servants and slaves. Then again, there must’ve been lots of men who genuinely appreciated everything the women in their lives did even if they enjoyed the authority of being the man of the house.

"My place?" Brad took a step forward, trying to loom over her, to make her feel even a fraction of the discomfort she made him feel. "My place is as a person. I’m someone who has a say in his own life. You can’t just walk in here like—"

Lily tilted her head, completely unfazed. "Like what? Like a woman? Like someone in control?" She smiled again, softer this time. "Brad, it’s cute when you get all worked up, but you and I both know you don’t have the power here. Audrey has it. I have it. You? You have whatever we let you have."

Brad's stomach churned; his chest tightened. He had spent so long biting his tongue, telling himself that things would get better or that he just had to endure. But there was no end in sight. Worse, he watched as her eyes practically sparkled with mischievous delight because she was enjoying this.

He was trying to confront her, but she was having fun!

No, he decided.

He’d had enough.

"Get out," he said, his voice low.

Lily just laughed. "Oh, Bradley, you’re so dramatic. Audrey’s going to love hearing about this."

Brad didn’t flinch. He met her gaze and held it, his fists still clenched at his sides.

His little sister-in-law watched him for a long moment, then shook her head, amusement flickering in her eyes. "Alright, alright. I’ll leave. For now."

She grabbed her purse and sauntered toward the door. Just before stepping out, she glanced over her shoulder. "But don’t forget your place, Bradley. It would be such a shame if Audrey had to remind you."

The door clicked shut behind her.

"Everything," said the guard, snapping him from his reverie. He was in the processing center. The female guards surrounded him.

He had pulled off his shirt. That wasn't good enough. He glanced back at them.

"What's wrong? You don't understand?"

"I understand," he said a little too fast. "I'll do it!" Simultaneously, he looked down at his pants. He was already shirtless. Perhaps, on some level, he had clung to that false hope and embraced the slim possibility that they would accept this. His body was already on display. He already felt helpless and objectified. Wasn't that good enough for the militant guards standing in front of him?

No, he quickly realized. It wasn't good enough.

Worse, they still held onto the stun batons. He couldn't tolerate another blast of that electric bite! Consequently, he did as they demanded.

With those women watching, he stripped completely. He removed the last vestiges of his clothing. Soon enough, he was naked, on display, and helpless before them.

"You can't do this to me," he said, jerking his head up. Something about being completely naked before those women injected raw anger and vibrant defiance straight into his veins.

Or maybe it was just the fact that he was a man; consequently, he couldn't remember what had happened. Lots of women all across the New Gynarchic Empire insisted that males were incapable of planning for the future. This was just another justification for why they needed to be subjugated. Ultimately, enslavement was good for them since they weren't capable of seeing the world the way a woman did. Women were smarter, they understood the need to prepare for the future, and they had what it took to guide civilization forward. Perhaps, in the distant past, men had been more capable, especially when the world was simpler. But as things grew more complicated between the advent of AI, climate change, and evolving economies, men needed to learn their place.

Simply put, they were better seen, not heard. He channeled all of those different ideas as he resented them and resisted. He glowered with the full force of his personality.

It wasn't enough. It wasn't even close to enough.

One woman turned away, and she started to look back at her colleague. Just as he started to believe that maybe he had shown them something important, that woman turned back, spinning on her heels, and she brought the baton up.

She jabbed him and shocked him!

That excruciating jolt of energy ripped across his skin. It tore through his nerves, lighting up every pain receptor he possessed. He collapsed again, dropping down onto his hands and knees. Gasping, Brad sucked in as much air as he could. His lungs were pumping as his heart pounded. He did his best to get composed, yet it didn't work, not when she touched the tip of the baton to the underside of his chin and forced his head up.

"Do you want to try that again?"

Brad didn't speak. He didn't dare.

"Go on," she said. "Say something."

Right away, he recognized exactly what she was doing and how she was taunting him. Then again, simply understanding how her game worked didn't help him. He wasn't bold enough or brave enough to try to resist, especially since his eyes were wet, his bottom lip trembled, and the fear pulsated all along his skin. He could feel it at the back of his neck even as the dread spread to his shoulders and down into the core of his torso.

This was an animalistic fear, something he could hardly comprehend. Back before they had taken him, Brad had understood genuinely nervous energy. He thought of what it was like to be at home while he watched the news or at work when he had some major presentation to do. He thought of his boss and the lingering looks she could give him, especially when it was obvious she was in a bad mood and looking for someone to discipline. All of those details came to mind, but this was different.

At work, he might have faced humiliation. At home, maybe he worried about annoying his younger sister-in-law or his wife. Here, however, these women could actually inflict true agony. They could send those excruciating jolts of electricity all along his body, and there was no way for him to strike back. Perhaps he fantasized about extending his arm, reaching out, grabbing a baton, and wielding it as a weapon.

That was never going to work, he deduced automatically. Unlike so many other men, Brad didn't entertain some naïve fantasy where he would have been faster or stronger than these women. Clearly, they exercised regularly; they were well-built and understood how to bring down a man like him. Even in a fair fight, one where he was allowed clothing and they weren't holding onto those batons, he knew they’d be quicker. They would be able to weave back and forth, rushing up to him, grabbing him, and shoving him down. They could wrestle him to the floor, probably pulling his hands behind his back, locking his wrists against his spine, and trapping him within the span of just a few heartbeats.

They knew what they were doing. He didn't.

It was as simple as that.

"That's what I thought," she said.

"He remembers his place, but only after a shock. I wonder what that tells us we should do," said the second guard.

Immediately, he opened his mouth. Ridiculously, Brad itched to cry out. He wanted to shout something like, "I'm sorry!" He could have added, "I'm sorry for what I just said. I won't make that mistake again. I’ll be quiet!" Wisely, he kept his mouth shut. He didn't utter a sound, only it was too late.

He had tried to challenge her authority just a few seconds ago, and now they were going to make them pay for it.

Better yet, he was naked before these women. He still needed to be processed; they still needed to make sure that he would cooperate and behave himself for the tribunal.

The two women glanced back and forth; they grinned at one another, and then they punished him.

The batons came down, the prongs touched his skin, and that moment of contact was all it took.

Agony! The pain flashed across his skin. It came from every direction, all at once, making him cry out. He collapsed again. This time, he was on his back, but his senses came back into focus.

He didn't know how long he hadn’t been able to hear or see or think. But now, he opened his eyes. He blinked back the tears, and he saw the women standing above him.

"You have something to say?"

Brad shook his head from side to side.

"That's what I thought," said the guard. "So this is what we’re going to do. You are going to show us that you’ll behave yourself. When you are in front of the judge, you are going to cooperate. You're going to do everything you are told, and you're not going to embarrass yourself or us with any outbursts."

His brows tightened as he remembered something from work. He had been in the office, and he had been walking around, and one of his colleagues motioned for him to approach her desk. Technically, they were colleagues. They had the same job title and largely did the same kind of work, though she made more money (the bosses had decided that women needed to get more pay raises since they were often responsible for their families). Because he didn't want to cause any trouble or get a complaint thrown at him, Brad had quickly scurried over. There, on her screen, he watched some tribunal activities. It was a clip show, he quickly realized. There were all of these different men standing in front of a judge. In almost every image, the men were in jumpsuits, the wrists were tied behind their backs, they were collared, and not only that, they wore...muzzles.

Those men had been muzzled like animals!

His friend from work had laughed and said, "Is that hilarious? I swear, I wish I had one of these for my husband." Then she chuckled and asked Brad, "What's stopping me?" Clearly, it was just a rhetorical question. Nothing was stopping her, and now her eyes sparkled with delight as she realized what kind of options she had at her disposal.

When it came to the new regime, this was probably the best part for so many different women. Of course, the authoritarian government had stripped away men's rights, reducing them to the status of slaves, chattel, and second-class citizens (for a select few like Brad). Along the way, however, women loved this because there were those pleasant surprises. There were those moments when they stopped and realized that they could tell the men around them to do whatever they liked. For so long, women had grown up on the assumption that they had to cooperate with the men in their lives. They had to coax, ask, flirt, and be kind. At best, this meant that they were diplomatic. At worst, those women had to abide by those tacitly sexist expectations.

At this point, however, the women weren’t the ones who had to smile. If a wife decided her husband needed a muzzle, then she could slide the bit into his mouth, fit the mask over his face, and prevent him from speaking. In fact, so many muzzles came with locks and anti-tampering features.

"What do you think?"

Brad had grimaced, unable to decide what he was supposed to say. Of course, he wanted to tell his colleague that she wasn't supposed to muzzle her husband. He was a man, and he had every right to express himself.

"Whatever you think is wise," he had answered instead. That was the careful and diplomatic answer, which was very appropriate for work. That was the response that kept him from getting into any trouble.

All of those thoughts flashed through his head as he remained on his knees in front of these guards.

Neither of these women had introduced themselves. He saw their uniforms, the batons in their hands, and he knew he would have to do whatever they wished. Then it would be over, and he could pretend it never happened. But even if he had tried, Brad wouldn't be able to succeed. All of that became automatically clear to this man.

"See that wall over there? Without saying a word, crawl across the floor like a dog, touch it with your nose, then come back here. Remember, no talking."

No talking.

It was a simple rule and an easy directive. Despite this, Brad hated it with every fiber of his existence. Although he stayed braced on his knees, he kept his hands at his sides, and his fingers tightened into fists. His knuckles turned white as his muscles clenched. Again, the urge to fight shot through him, but he resisted it. This time, he swallowed back every word.

This was going to be humiliating. Then again, that was the point. They wanted him to crawl, to feel his own subjugation, and to recognize that he was cooperating.

He dared to stare back up at both of those women. They readjusted their grips on the shock batons, and he wondered if his momentary glance would be enough to warrant another punishment.

Apparently, it wasn't. Instead, he surrendered to them. That was what they wanted, after all.

Brad lowered himself back onto his hands and knees, he braced himself, and then he started to crawl.

"Faster," called out one of the women.

Immediately, he sped up, rushing across the floor. Then he came to the wall, and he lifted his head, and he knew they could see him. From their perspective, they would have no problem telling whether or not he really touched the surface with the tip of his nose.

This was a trick fit for a dog. Although he understood this, he still didn't see any other choice. There were no other alternatives.

He turned back, and he crawled toward them.

"Not bad," said one of the women. She lowered the baton, and he flinched.

"What's wrong? Are you scared? Are you scared, boy? Are you worried we're going to punish you again?"

Her friend laughed, "You should be. We have no problem giving you whatever you need. If you need to be punished, then you get punished."

He opened his mouth.

Before he made the mistake of speaking, she reminded him, "No talking."

With those two words, she stopped him. She froze his vocal cords. He almost wished that she had shocked his throat or paralyzed his vocal cords. Ultimately, however, this was his decision. When he cooperated with them, it was a choice he made for himself. Granted, he would have been punished if he actually spoke, but he could almost feel it. It was like an invisible muzzle.

"Have you been working a lot today?"

"You know what, I have," said the second guard. The corners of her eyes crinkled; her irises sparkled. Again, he lifted his head. When Brad peered up at her, he tried understand what was going on. Then he realized he wasn't going to like it because she extended her right foot. She braced her weight on her heel, and she said, "Unzip my boot."

At first, Brad didn't understand. He stared back at her.

The other woman chuckled, "You heard her." For now, they were amused. At any moment, however, they could start to get annoyed, especially if they decided that this wasn't just incomprehension, but also defiance.

A confused boy could be funny. A resistant boy, on the other hand, needed to be punished.

"Do it," he heard one of them say.

Then the instinct to obey took over. Brad didn't like this. He hated what it demonstrated who he was becoming in this new society, but he leaned forward, he bowed his head down, and he saw the light glint off of the curves of that zipper. Then he grabbed it, near the curves of her knees, and he pulled it down along the length of her boot.

"Very good," she said. "You see. That wasn't so hard, now was it?" She pulled her foot free, and he saw her bare toes, the curve of her arch, and her heel. "Massage my foot," she said.

Brad flinched even though he should have been able to see this coming. The frustration burst through his body, and he wanted to say something. More than anything else, he simply wished he could protest. He yearned to raise his head, to glare at her, and to say something like, "You can't just make me do this. I'm not your toy or your plaything. Even if I'm a prisoner here, I have rights!" Even if those words hovered at the back of his throat, he didn't dare utter a single one of them. Instead, he remembered the rule from before.

No talking.

He had to stay silent and pliant. He had to remain quiet.

Worse, he had to be obedient.

His hands trembled just a little bit as he raised his fingers, and then he reached down, and he touched the smooth skin of her ankle. She raised her foot, and he found himself gently squeezing on the curves of her toes. Next, he worked the arch of her foot.

"Not bad," she said. "But you know, I think it would be even better if you use your mouth."

What?

Brad jerked his head up. He watched as that woman grinned down at him. Her eyes were definitely glittering now. She was having so much fun with him. There was the strict tension in her voice, yet he still saw the way she was holding back her laughter. They both were.

Since he couldn't fight or argue, Brad had to cooperate. With every second, he tried to think of something else. He kept waiting for some brilliant insight or tactical stroke of genius. Unfortunate for him, he wasn't special, and these women knew what they were doing. That was why he started to move. At this point, following their commands almost felt like an instinct. Maybe, on some level, he just had to give in. If he resisted, then he really was losing. If he played along, at least he could pretend that he had made a conscious decision to give them what they expected.

He leaned down, and his lips touched the top of her foot.

"Not good enough," she said. "Suck on each of my toes." She wiggled them right there, just a few inches away from his eyes.

She couldn't be serious!

She was.

His nostrils flared, he sucked in a breath, and then he leaned down, and he started to suck on her toes as she laughed.

"Very good," she said. "You know what? I think he might be ready."

She pulled her foot away, slid it back into her boot, and ordered him to zip her up. This time, he didn't mind quite as much.

Only then, he raised his head, saw her colleague, and realized that she hadn't just watched. Instead, she had grabbed several items. She dropped them on the floor, directly in front of the naked prisoner.

"Put them on," she said.

When he lifted up the garment, he saw that it was an orange jumpsuit. He had his regular clothing, but he wasn't going to be allowed to wear that. Instead, he was forced to pull it on. Then it was done, and one of the guards stepped forward. She slipped a tracking collar around his neck. Next, the other woman lifted up something for him to see.

"No," he started to speak, but that was a mistake. It meant opening his mouth, so she pushed the ball up against his mouth. Then the rest of the mask encapsulated the bottom half of his face. It was tight against his cheeks and chin. She was muzzling him!

Hot shame stretched through his frame. He hated this. He hated understanding exactly what it meant. A muzzle. She had just muzzled him! The muzzle represented his subjugation. More than that, it illustrated the kind of power they had over him. If they wanted to, they could treat him like an animal. He was basically livestock! He thought of seeing dogs in muzzles. He thought of seeing prisoners, and he wanted to say something, but the guards grabbed him and pulled his arms behind his back, cuffing him once again.

He could walk. Maybe he could even try to run. But he wasn't going to be able to use his hands or speak.

They were stripping away every option he had. Worse, it was working. With each step, they demonstrated just how powerless he had become.

"What's wrong? Do you have something you want to say? Go on. Try. Try to speak," said one of the guards.

He shook his head. He wasn't going to humiliate himself by making the attempt, only to fail.

"Are you sure about that?" The other woman lifted her baton, and she hit that button. Blue sparks danced between those metal prongs.

His chest tightened; his entire body seemed to get squeezed by some invisible force. It was just fear, he tried to tell himself. Then again, it was enough to make him shiver, and he longed to actually speak.

Fine, he silently told himself. He could acquiesce. He could give these women what they wanted, especially because he didn't have any real choice. He wanted to say something eloquent, profound, dignified and defiant all of the same time. He could have straightened his back, looked into their eyes, and declared, "I am a person, I have rights, and I'm not going to let you break me. I will fight back. And guess what? I'm not alone. There are so many men all around the world who will not give in!”

Instead, he just mumbled into his gag. There was the ball between his teeth, and he couldn't actually form any coherent sounds.

Ultimately, these women had no idea what he tried to say!

They glanced back and forth at one another before they burst out laughing. He may not have been articulate, but he was funny!

Now that he was ready, they made him wait. As he waited, he kept thinking of the last few hours and everything he could have done differently. He thought of Audrey, Lily, and his stupid mistakes.

He had moved from the kitchen into the living room. The work still waited for him, but Brad only managed to finish reviewing a couple pages of numbers before his mind drifted.

He loathed this feeling.

It sat there between his stomach and ribs; it floated, nauseating and toxic because he didn’t know if he was going to get in trouble.

“Getting in trouble” should’ve been a ridiculous fear because he was a man, and this was his house, and he hadn’t done anything wrong! Then again, Lily was a young woman, so people would listen to her…Did that include Audrey?

With his frustration mounting, Brad still sat in the living room with his hands clasped together, staring at the front door. His heartbeat drummed steadily in his ears. His wife would be home soon. And she would know everything.

Or would she?

He didn't know. That was the worst part. Had Lily already told her? Maybe she called her sister? Or she sent off a few angry texts? Was Audrey going to walk through the door in a few minutes, ready to confront him, or would she still see him as the same obedient husband he had always pretended to be?

The front door’s lock clicked.

Brad jumped slightly, felt silly, then forced himself to relax as Audrey stepped inside. She looked the same as always—sharp, confident, beautiful, and in control. She barely spared him a glance as she set her bag down and kicked off her heels.

"Hey," she said, her voice smooth and unbothered. "How was your day?"

Brad swallowed. "It was fine. I just worked from home and got some reports done. Nothing special." He tried so, so hard to sound nonchalant.

Did she know?

The question ate into his calm.

She nodded, walking into the kitchen. "Good. That’s how it should be."

Brad stood, waited, and eventually followed her hesitantly. He watched as she poured herself a glass of water, her movements light and effortless like she wasn’t worried about anything. She didn’t seem angry. It didn’t seem like she knew anything about the argument. But maybe she was waiting.

"Work was interesting today," Audrey continued. "One of the guys in my department screwed up bad."

Brad’s stomach twisted. "Oh?"

She smirked and shook her head. "He contradicted his boss in a meeting. And trust me, she wasn’t happy. Can you believe that? Right in front of everyone. It was…honestly kind of pathetic. He thought he had a point, but it didn’t matter. Not really. The moment he opened his mouth, he lost."

Brad forced himself to nod. "What happened to him?"

Audrey shrugged. "Same as always. Formal reprimand, salary docked. He’ll be on thin ice for a while. If he’s smart, he’ll learn from it. If not…well, we’ll see."

Brad felt a chill run through him. He knew what she meant. He had seen it happen before—men who didn’t know when to stay quiet, who thought they had some right to challenge authority. They never lasted long…not in good positions, anyway.

Audrey took a sip of water and watched him over the rim of her glass. "You okay? You seem a little tense."

His fingers twitched. He forced a small smile. "Just tired. Long day."

Audrey leaned against the counter, tilting her head. "Really? You were just at home. How exhausting could that be?"

Brad let out a forced chuckle. "Well, you know, a lot of reports to go through. I had to analyze data, send out emails, and there was a meeting in the afternoon. Pretty dry stuff, but it took a lot of focus. And, uh, the internet was slow for a bit, which made everything take longer than it should have."

Audrey smirked. "The internet? Seriously? That’s your big work struggle for the day?"

Brad felt heat rise to his face. "I mean, it’s frustrating. You’re trying to send an email, and it just sits there, loading forever. It throws off the whole rhythm."

His wife’s eyes crinkled with amusement as she laughed lightly, shaking her head. "Poor thing. Suffering in the trenches of home office warfare."

Brad forced another smile, pretending to be in on the joke. "Yeah, well, you asked."

"I did," Audrey said, setting her glass down. "And I’m glad you kept busy. Nothing is worse than a man with too much free time."

Brad nodded quickly. "Right. Exactly. No time to sit around."

Audrey glanced at him, then rolled her shoulders. "Well, while you were battling the internet, I was dealing with actual problems. The company’s restructuring some of the teams, and you know how that goes. Everyone Is scrambling to prove their worth."

Brad exhaled. "That sounds stressful."

Audrey waved a hand. "Not for me. I don’t have to prove anything. But for people like Jared? It’s going to be a story."

"Jared?"

"The idiot who decided to contradict his boss. He really thought he knew better, interrupted her in the middle of a presentation. Bad move."

Brad shifted uncomfortably. "Maybe he just had a good idea?"

Audrey gave him a look, amusement flickering in her eyes. "Oh, Brad. You’re cute. It doesn’t matter if it was a good idea. What matters is knowing your place. She wasn’t asking for his input. He should’ve known better."

Brad nodded slowly, his mouth dry. "Right. Of course."

Audrey stretched her arms above her head, then let out a satisfied sigh. "Anyway, it was entertaining to watch. He went pale the moment he realized what he’d done. The rest of the meeting was brutal. He tried to backpedal, but the damage was done, so if they’re going to fire anyone…”

Brad hesitated. "That seems…harsh."

Audrey tilted her head. "You think so? I think it’s fair. Actions have consequences, don’t they?"

Brad forced himself to nod. "Yeah. Yeah, of course."

Audrey studied him for a moment, then smirked. "You’re acting weird."

His pulse quickened. "Weird? No, I’m just—just listening."

"Right." She picked up her glass again, taking another sip. "You’re sure nothing happened today?" Was she testing him? Baiting him? Toying with him?

Or maybe he really just looked nervous, and this was how she behaved as his concerned wife.

Brad’s fingers twitched. "Nope. I just worked."

She nodded slowly, watching him like a cat watching a mouse. "Good. Keep it that way."

Brad let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. "Yeah. I think I will."

Audrey turned away and moved to sort through the mail. The conversation was over for now. But as Brad headed toward the bedroom, one thought kept running through his mind. Did she know?

He headed into the living room. There, he took a breath and tried to relax. Things had gone well with his wife, but he couldn't stop thinking about Lily and what might happen next.

He had been honest about one thing: he hadn’t gotten as much work done as he should have. That meant he really needed to focus!

As such, Brad sat in the living room and fought to concentrate on the accounting forms spread out before him. He wanted to lose himself to the numbers, spreadsheets, projected expenses—things that should have been familiar, comforting even. But his mind wandered and the tension of the evening slowly began to retreat. Maybe Audrey didn’t know. Maybe Lily had decided not to say anything? It was a nice thought, only then he began to wonder if his sister-in-law would try to use the argument to blackmail him.

“That bitch,” he whispered to himself. Uttering those words could be a risk, but Brad didn’t care. He was alone, and the house was quiet. He exhaled slowly and leaned back against the couch while trying to let himself believe that he was safe.

Then he heard Audrey’s footsteps.

His muscles tensed as she came back into the room. He kept his eyes on the screen in front of him and pretended to be completely absorbed by the numbers. Maybe she was just passing through. Maybe—

She sat down beside him. She wasn't close enough for comfort, not far enough to be casual. This was deliberate.

"Brad," she said, her voice firm but calm. "What happened between you and Lily?"

Crap

His stomach dropped. Instantly, his body went cold, then hot, his pulse hammering in his ears. So she did know. Of course, she knew. His mind raced, trying to piece together the best response, something that wouldn’t make things worse. Lily had talked, and he almost wanted to accuse his beautiful sister-in-law of tattling on him, but this wasn’t the second grade, they weren’t in school, and Audrey wasn’t a teacher.

"I—" He cleared his throat, his fingers tightening around the edge of the nearest paper. "I don’t know what she told you, but—"

"I didn’t ask you what she told me." Audrey’s voice was level, controlled. "I asked what happened."

Brad swallowed hard, his throat dry. "I...we talked. That’s all."

Audrey didn’t react. She didn’t frown, scowl, or lean forward to loom over him. She simply watched him and waited.

Brad licked his lips. Exhaling slowly, he fought to get his body under control. He longed for his regular temperature, his normal pulse, and that familiar rhythm that brought every breath. Finally, he spoke, "She came in this morning. Like she always does. And I...I told her I didn’t like it. I said that she can’t just walk in whenever she feels like it." There. That sounded calm and reasonable. Women liked to accuse men of being overly emotional, but he thought he had done a good job of explaining him.

And now, Audrey was supposed to take his side.

His wife offered no reaction.

Brad’s pulse pounded. "I told her it’s my house, Audrey. And she laughed at me. She said it wasn’t. That it belonged to you. And I—"

"Did you threaten her?" Audrey interrupted, her tone unchanged.

"No!" Brad blurted, shaking his head quickly. "No, I didn’t. I just—I tried to stand up for myself. I told her it wasn’t right. I told her I have a right to say who comes in and who doesn’t."

Audrey’s expression remained impassive. "And what did she say to that?"

Brad exhaled slowly. "She said I don’t have rights.” At some other point in history, he would’ve laughed at this. Instead, his voice shook despite the seriousness of what this all meant, “She…she said I have privileges. And that you allow them."

A flicker of something passed along Audrey’s eyes, but it vanished before Brad could decipher it. Lily’s older sister leaned back slightly, crossing one leg over the other. "And how did that make you feel?"

He hesitated, thrown off by the question. "What?"

"Your feelings, Brad." Her tone remained patient, but there was an unmistakable weight behind it. "How did you feel when she said that?"

Brad let out a nervous chuckle. "I mean, how do you think? I was angry."

"Angry?" Audrey repeated, tilting her head slightly. "Or humiliated?"

Brad stiffened. The air between them seemed to tighten and thicken, like the atmosphere got heavier and closed in. He hesitated too long.

"Both," he finally admitted. "I felt both."

Audrey nodded as if cataloging his response. "And then?"

"And then she left," Brad said quickly, desperate to get to the end of this conversation. "She said she’d tell you, and she left. That’s it."

Audrey was silent for a long set of seconds. Her fingers tapped lightly against the armrest of the couch, the only sound in the room aside from Brad’s shallow breathing. Then, finally, she spoke again.

"Did you ever stop to think about why she reacted the way she did?"

Brad’s brow furrowed. "What do you mean?"

"You said she laughed at you." Audrey studied him, unreadable. "Why do you think that was?"

Brad’s jaw clenched. "Because she doesn’t respect me. Because she thinks she can do whatever she wants."

"And do you think she’s wrong?"

He blinked, thrown by the question. "Of course she’s wrong. It’s my home too."

Audrey exhaled through her nose, almost like a sigh, but still, she gave no indication of anger. "I see."

Brad swallowed again, his palms damp with sweat. "I wasn’t trying to start a fight. I just wanted to—"

"You wanted to assert yourself," Audrey finished for him.

Brad nodded hesitantly. "Yeah."

"And now you’re afraid of how I’ll react."

His breath caught. "I—"

"It’s okay, Brad." Her voice was smooth and measured. "I’m not here to take sides. I just want to understand what happened. And I want to understand you."

Brad’s heart hammered against his ribs. Was this a trick? A test?

"I..." He hesitated, then forced himself to speak. "I just want some control. And this is my house.” He made that statement and expected it to bring him some sense of strength or power. It didn’t, not when he sat next to his wife.

Audrey studied him for a long moment. "Thank you for telling me," she finally said.

Brad exhaled slowly. "So...what now?"

Audrey didn’t look at him. "Now? Nothing. I’ve heard your side. That’s all I needed."

Brad’s stomach twisted. "And Lily’s side?"

Audrey placed the paper back down, finally meeting his gaze. "You don’t need to worry about that."

Something in her tone made his skin prickle. "Audrey—"

She stood smoothly. "I need to make a call. Get some rest." Brad watched her walk away as a chill settled over him.

She hadn’t raised her voice. She hadn’t threatened him, nor did her voice contract with barely concealed rage. But somehow, that made it worse.

Work, he reminded himself. He needed to work!

Left alone in the living room, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know what to say or how to act. Within minutes, he rose to his feet and started pacing.

“Fuck,” he growled under his breath, all because he didn’t know what to do or say or think. Worse, there was this question hanging over his head because he didn’t know what Audrey would do with this.

Uncertainty and those toxic questions gnawed at him.

Breathing harder and faster despite the fact that he’d only moved a few feet in either direction, Brad kept struggling to come up with some strategy.

Then it only got worse.

Clearly, Brad’s conversation with Audrey had left him shaken, unsure of what came next. She hadn’t gotten angry. She hadn’t technically accused him of anything. But that was exactly what made it so terrifying. It meant she was thinking, planning, weighing her next move in a game he didn’t even understand.

Then, the door opened.

There was no knock; she didn’t ring the doorbell. She didn’t even wait. There was just the sound of the handle turning and the door swinging open like it was someone’s personal playground.

Lily.

That pretty girl stepped inside again like she owned the place, her hair pulled into a casual ponytail, her expression one of utter amusement. She was wearing tight jeans and a cropped sweater, like she had just come back from a shopping trip or a lunch date—not like someone who was about to start a war in his home.

Brad’s stomach twisted. He shot up from the couch, his pulse pounding. "What are you doing?"

Lily raised an eyebrow as she closed the door behind her. "What does it look like?"

His fists clenched at his sides. "You can’t just walk in here."

She smirked. "That’s funny. I just did."

Brad inhaled sharply through his nose and fought to hold back the frustration bubbling in his chest. "Lily, I’m serious. You need to leave. Now."

This beautiful woman just rolled her eyes and strolled past him before heading straight for her favorite spot in the living room. "Relax, Brad. You’re so dramatic."

Brad followed her, his steps quick and tense. "I said get out."

She plopped down and stretched her legs out before planting her feet right on the coffee table. His coffee table. This was the first piece of furniture he had bought with his wife; it was the one he had spent weeks picking out when he and Audrey first moved in.

His jaw tightened. "Get your feet off that."

Lily grinned at him, tilting her head. "Make me."

His breath caught. He hated how easily she could do this—how she could flip the power dynamic like a switch, making him feel small in his own house.

"Lily," he tried again, his voice low. "I’m not playing."

"Who said it was a game?" she shot back, folding her arms. "I just wanted to stop by. I thought we could have a little chat."

"We have nothing to talk about."

"Oh, I think we do." Her smile widened, almost taunting. "After all, you and I had quite the moment earlier, didn’t we?"

Brad’s hands curled into fists. "I meant what I said. You can’t just come in here whenever you feel like it."

"Sure, I can." She gestured around lazily. "Audrey doesn’t have a problem with it."

His stomach twisted. "That’s not the point."

"It’s exactly the point," she countered. "Your feelings don’t really matter, do they?" Damn. She wasn’t supposed to be so blunt. Lots of women believed in female superiority, yet they didn’t admit it, not like this, not straight to a man’s face, not out loud…

Brad’s throat tightened. "You’re doing this just to mess with me."

"Maybe." She stretched, arching her back like a cat lounging in the sun. "Or maybe I just enjoy watching you squirm."

"Lily," he said, his voice edged with desperation now. "Please. Just leave."

She let out a laugh and shook her head. "Wow. You really don’t get it, do you? You keep asking me like you think you have a say in this. You think your words carry some weight."

His face burned. "I—"

"You what?" she interrupted, eyes gleaming. "Are you going to tell Audrey on me?"

He flinched. His whole body went rigid at the mention of his wife’s name.

Lily caught it immediately. Her smile turned sharper. "Oh. That got to you, didn’t it?"

Brad forced himself to keep his voice steady. "I don’t need to tell Audrey anything."

Lily hummed and smiled and tilted her head. "But I could. I could go talk to my big sister right now. I wonder whose side she’d take?"

He froze.

Lily tapped a finger against her chin, pretending to think. "I could go have a nice little chat with her. I could tell her about this conversation too. I could tell her all about how aggressive you’re being or how you’re trying to throw me out of her house."

Brad’s pulse roared in his ears. "Lily—"

"I wonder what she’d say," Lily continued, her voice dripping with amusement. "Would she be mad? Would she be disappointed? Would she decide you need a little reminder of your place?"

Brad’s throat felt tight. His entire body was screaming at him to do something—to push back, to grab her by the arm and shove her out the door. But he couldn’t. He knew he couldn’t.

Lily grinned while watching the fight drain out of him. "That’s what I thought."

Brad stood there, his fists clenched, his breathing unsteady. He felt trapped, caged in his own home, and forced to swallow the humiliation building inside him.

Lily just smirked, stretching out more comfortably on the couch. "So," she said, crossing her legs. "Now that we understand each other, let’s talk."

Talk?

She was joking.

What did she have in mind?

He glared at her, yet he didn’t know how to put the pieces together. He didn’t know what to do or say to make this girl stop.

"Are you ready? Can you handle that?"

She sounded so confident, so sweet, so snide, all at the same time.

On his feet now, he pushed his knuckles down against the sides of his legs. Although he appeared relatively calm, every instinct roared through his body. More than anything else, he knew what he needed to do. That longing wouldn't go away, no matter how hard he tried to shove it aside.

"Oh," she said with a knowing smirk, "You really are confused, aren't you?"

"I'm not confused," he insisted. Simultaneously, he lifted his head and looked around the rest of the living room. For a moment there, he really wanted to rush off, find Audrey, and bring his wife in here. Only then, that shiver of shame started down the back of his neck and dropped along his spine. Brad couldn't help it, not when he contemplated the young woman in front of him.

Worse, he saw her, and he still endured a little ripple of attraction. He saw her glossy hair, her sharp smile, and those perfectly crafted contours of her cheeks. He tried to tell himself that she wasn't as beautiful as Audrey, but Lily was right there in front of him. Not only that, there had always been that invisible line. She was his wife's little sister, so he wasn't even supposed to entertain any of those thoughts. He had to lock down that attraction even if it was purely biological and had nothing to do with anything he would have chosen on his own. Still, that tugging sensation deep within his body wouldn't go away. Worse, he wanted to get completely angry. He needed to focus on his frustrations in front of her.

Out in the wider world, maybe she outranked him on the basis of her sex alone. As far as the lawyers, CEOs, politicians, and judges of the world were concerned, women were the superior sex, so he would have to stay quiet in her presence. He would need to shut up, smile, looked handsome, and listen. He hated how that antiquated phrase of "better seen, not heard," had become so popular...but only when it applied to men. All of those different ideas swirled through his head as he stared back at her.

Lily matched his gaze.

His sister-in-law just enjoyed this.

Finally, she stepped forward. She invaded his personal space, causing him to retreat back. At first, he told himself that she couldn't possibly intimidate him. He was a man, and he was brave enough to confront this girl. She was nothing but a young woman, and he could take her in a fight!

But there was a huge problem with that logic. Maybe, if they had been born to some ancient civilization, then it really would be just a question of raw physical strength. Here, however, she had the rest of society on her side.

And she knew it.

His back bumped up against the wall behind him, and there was nowhere for him to go. Technically, he could have jumped to the left or right, fleeing like some bounding gazelle, but he didn't want to show that kind of weakness. Brad had already allowed this woman to intimidate him. He had to stop this. He had to find the right words.

Before he could speak, Lily enjoyed this. There was that playful grin right before she told him, "Bradley, Bradley, Bradley. I know you have heard this before, probably from Audrey and definitely from me, but things are different now." She adopted the slow, gentle cadence of a young woman talking to a pet or a child. The shoulders tightened again, and he glared at her with all of his ferocity.

It meant nothing. If she even noticed, she gave no sign of it. She could effortlessly intimidate him; he didn't have the same talent when it came to the clever young woman standing in front of her. She was younger, but that didn't matter. She saw herself as smarter. In fact, she probably viewed herself as superior in every way that mattered. And even if he managed to come up with some demonstrable skill he possessed that she didn't, he already knew Lily would simply dismiss it. Right away, he thought of the old sexist tropes. Women had always been superior to men in lots of different ways, yet the scientists and researchers who enjoyed exploring the differences between the sexes always came down to a variety of arbitrary metrics, all of which conveniently demonstrated male superiority.

The women of the world could simply adopt this exact same tactics…

"You need to listen. Are you listening?"

He turned his head away. She reached out, cupped the curve of his jaw in the palm of her hand, and forced him to look right into her eyes. He did his best to stare back at her. Although he had tried and failed to frighten her, she didn't have the same problem. Lily grinned. Her lips pulled back, just a tiny bit to reveal the edges of her white teeth, and a shiver ran down his back. He hated this. He hated knowing that she could scare him each time!

"I asked you a question," she told him.

"Yes," he grunted back. "I'm listening."

"Listen," she said. "No talking. Can you do that?"

What was this? She’d asked her question, but she didn't want to answer? Only then, he figured out what she had in mind because she forced his head down then up. Holding onto the side of his face, she maneuvered him like he was nothing but a doll or a puppet.

"Good," Lily continued. "I'm glad you can listen." She reached up with her other hand, and she pinched both sides of his face between her palms. Then she pulled him closer. He was slightly off-balance, but he didn't want to adjust his footing; that would’ve shown her just how much power she had. Then again, she probably already knew. "That's right. Just be quiet and listen. I know you feel like this is your house. But it isn’t. You get that, don’t you? It isn't your house. It belongs to Audrey. It belongs to your wife. You married her, so you trust her." Again, she forced his head down and up. "But there's nothing wrong with that. There's nothing wrong with trusting your wife. You love her, and you know she has your best interests in mind. She knows how to take care of you. She knows how to tell you what to do." Again, she forced him to bob his head down and up. "This is how the world is supposed to work, Bradley. Yes, it is."

With every second, he wanted to answer. He yearned to contradict her.

Before the rise of this new regime, Brad would've been able to speak. It should have been easy. He should have been able to say whatever he liked. He had every right to voice his opinion!

Or at least, he had once enjoyed the right to speak and express himself.

At this point, when a woman told a man to be silent, he had to keep his mouth shut, no matter how degrading he found it to be.

This girl was lecturing him!

It didn't matter that she was still in her early twenties; he had seen more of the world. He understood how things were supposed to work.

Then again, she probably saw his maturity and experience as weaknesses. After all, he came from a toxic society, one where women and men had both enjoyed the rights of citizenship. As far as this young woman was concerned, both the present and future were female. More than that, this was how things were supposed to work. She and the girls of her generation, not to mention the current leaders, were fixing all the old problems caused by the past.

His chest tightened as he considered all of this.

Worse, she let him soak in that understanding before she continued. Again, she used to that gentle, soft and slow pattern as she talked to him, "The world is a better place when you don't get to talk. You have already said way too much, and there's nothing wrong with that. After all, you're learning your place now, aren't you? It's never too late, Bradley. It's never too late for a man to understand how things are supposed to work."

The urge blasted through his chest. He could feel it all along his body. He just wanted to speak, but she was still holding onto his cheeks. Her fingernails pressed down, just a tiny bit as a silent warning.

He wasn't allowed to talk. She wasn't offering him any kind of speaking privilege.

"Can you do that? Can you understand how things work?"

He nodded again. He wasn't sure if she was manipulating him at this point, or if it was something he chose to do on his own. Either way, he dipped his chin down and brought it back up again.

"Good," she said. "I expect you to behave better from now on," Lily said. Bright and cheerful, she let go, hopped away, and sauntered over toward the couch. She was going to sit down; she intended to lift her feet and put them on the coffee table again.

Seething, he sucked in one breath after another. He huffed and puffed as the exasperation pounded across his skin. The irritation scratched at him, but he didn't know what to do or say.

The wisest course of action was right there, clear and easy for him to choose. He just had to stay silent. In fact, confronting her was the worst thing he could do. He had already messed up by trying to talk to her.

Brad had to keep his mouth shut. He had to accept, at least for the time being, that this girl really could do whatever she wanted. If that really bothered him, then he can go talk to Audrey. He could bring his wife into the conversation, and that would change everything.

Instantly, however, he could already envision how that might go. In a best-case scenario, he would go talk to his wife, bring Audrey back into the living room, and she would talk to her little sister. They would chat for a little bit, and maybe Lily would pretend to be chastised. Perhaps she would glance down for a moment and promise that she would knock before entering from now on. That would be their "Compromise".

Then there were the other scenarios…

Audrey could take Lily's side outright. He didn't want to believe it; he didn't want to accept this as a real possibility, yet he was enough of a realist to face the truth. They were both women. More than that, they were sisters! It would have been so easy for Lily to talk to Audrey and convince her that she had every right to stroll in there whenever she wished. Worse, maybe he didn't have any right to complain. Maybe Audrey would expect an apology from him?

No.

His fingernails dug down into his palms, he stared at the floor, he closed his eyes, and his mouth started to move. When he looked back at her, he could only watch as though she started to stride away. "No!" His voice rose. He was almost shouting. There was that vengeful fury deep in his vocal cords. As he spoke, he wasn't thinking. "Lily, I don't care who the fuck you think you are. You don't get to do this! You don't get to just walk in here whenever you want, and you can't talk to me like this either!"

Her shoulders didn't tighten, she didn't jerk her head up, nor did she hop as his fury cut across the air. He wanted her to look like some scared little bunny as she spun around and faced him, her eyes wide and her lips parted with that undisguised dread. Instead, she turned around slowly.

"Excuse me?"

"You can't treat me like this in my own house! I am married to your sister, and you will give me the respect I deserve!" He stomped across the room, strode right up to her, and he was still breathing hard. At this point, he sensed that unfamiliar heat darting across his cheeks.

She had her hands on her hips. She looked right into his eyes. She wasn't going to back down, nor would she look scared.

If anything, the corners of her mouth quirked up into a little smile.

Even as he tried to stare her down, he failed completely, and she was about to say something, only a third voice hit the air, "What's going on here? What is this all about?"

He turned, and he saw his wife.

Audrey stood there at the mouth of the hallway leading back to their bedroom. She had her arms tight over her chest, her nostrils flared like some angry dragon, and she stared at him hard. "What are you doing? What are you saying to my little sister?" Immediately, he recognized the distaste in her voice. She was watching him, and she was obviously annoyed...with him.

"You're going to take her side," he whispered.

"I hear you shouting," Audrey said. "I come out here, and it looks like you're trying to intimidate my little sister? What is wrong with you, Brad?"

"You're going to take her side," he repeated. He dropped his head down, clenched his fists again, and growled, "I don't need this. I don't need to put up with this nonsense!" He grabbed his keys, wallet, and phone. He stomped out through the door and felt the cold air brush along his skin. It was almost reassuring when he slammed the door behind him, and he was panting, all because he had no idea where he was supposed to go or what he was supposed to do.

Back at the judicial center, Brad waited as he thought of those stupid arguments and every dumb thing he’d said. He never should have confronted Lily; he never should have lost his temper!

It was too late now.

He waited and wondered and desperately wished he could’ve begged for one phone call. If he could just call Audrey, then he knew he could’ve told her anything and everything she wished to hear. After that, his wife could rescue him!

The guards had dressed him; they had muzzled him. Now they took him into another chamber and pushed him down. Brad sat alone in a cold, metallic chair. The room was silent except for the faint, unrelenting hum of the overhead lights. The walls were a dull, lifeless gray, and the absence of windows gave the space a suffocating stillness. It felt less like a room and more like a holding cell, a waiting chamber for something worse.

He couldn’t escape.

With every step, Brad had wished he could ask where they were going, what was going to happen, and how he could prepare. With that gag in his mouth and the restrictive plastic covering the bottom half of his face, he couldn't say anything.

He hadn’t spoken a word since they brought him in. He wasn’t allowed to.

The door opened. At first, he let his head hang down. He stared at the concrete floor and refused to react. Finally, curiosity overwhelmed him, and he tentatively raised his gaze.

She entered like she owned the building. Tall, poised, and devastatingly composed, the woman strode in on sharp black heels that echoed with every step. Her uniform was tailored perfectly to her body—navy blue with gleaming gold buttons down the chest and shoulders. Her hair was dark and pulled back tightly, not a strand out of place. Her face was sculpted elegance: high cheekbones, sharp jawline, piercing eyes. Her presence dominated the room before she even said a word.

She stood before him, hands clasped behind her back, her gaze sweeping over him with mild interest.

"Bradley Moore," she said, slowly, savoring the name. "You find yourself in quite the situation, don’t you?"

Brad didn’t even try to respond. He didn’t dare. Fear pumped through his veins. More importantly, he already knew he couldn't talk. The muzzle made that utterly impossible. When she looked at him, she saw nothing but a bound animal. He still had his hands behind his back with the cuffs around his wrists.

She smiled—sly and amused. She wasn't a guard; instead, she seemed like someone who is even more important. The two women from before had softened him up, so now he had to wonder what he was going to face with her.

"Oh, that’s right," she said. "You’re not allowed to speak. Isn’t that frustrating?" A smile curved along her lips. She leaned in slightly. "Is it? Frustrating?"

Brad hesitated, then nodded once.

"Good," she said, straightening. "That’s the correct answer. And yes, there are going to be correct and incorrect answers. Guess what happens if you answer incorrectly? That's right. There will be consequences."

She moved behind him, pacing slowly. "You’re here because you showed signs of non-compliance. You raised your voice. You forgot your place." She moved within nearly feline grace, like she was enjoying stalking her prey. This woman loved her work. That much was obvious.

Her voice glided across the room. "Tell me, Bradley...are you a danger to women?" At first, he didn't even comprehend the question. He certainly didn't answer in the negative or affirmative.

She stepped around to face him again. Her eyebrow lifted.

That was enough to scare an answer out of him; Brad shook his head quickly.

"Are you sure?"

He nodded.

"You seem very confident."

He swallowed hard.

She tilted her head. "Would you like to speak?"

His eyes flicked up to hers, unsure if it was a trap. He nodded slowly.

She grinned, delighted. "Too bad." She smiled. "We like to keep men muzzled. It has a very useful psychological effect. This way, you can't forget your place or your status. Isn't that good?"

Good? No! He hated this, and he itched to jump up. Even then, however, he still would have been dressed in his jumpsuit with his arms trapped behind his back and that collar around his neck. Each detail stripped something away from him. Normally, he pretended that he was more than just a second-class citizen. With this woman looming over him, however, he couldn't forget the truth or what she could do with him.

His handler turned away, walking a short distance, then looked over her shoulder. "If you even try to speak without permission, I’ll report you to the judge." Her voice dropped lower, darker. "And you don’t want me to do that."

Brad sat perfectly still, muscles locked.

She walked to a panel on the wall, pressed a button, and retrieved a sleek black collar from a recessed compartment.

"Lift your chin."

Another one? He was going to have to wear a second collar? He hesitated. Of course, he didn't know what to do. He didn't understand how this one was going to be different.

"Ah-ah," she warned. "Do you want me to notify the judge that you're refusing an order?"

He lifted his chin immediately. The woman removed the first collar, and she slid this new one around his neck. If anything, it looked heavier. Not only that, he saw the small battery pack, the microchips, and the magnetic lock. With a satisfied smile, she affixed the collar around his neck. It clicked into place with a soft chime, the internal systems activating. It was warm against his skin, disturbingly snug.

She admired her work.

"This will monitor your tone, posture, and compliance levels," she explained. "Think of it as a helpful reminder that your behavior is always under review."

Compliance levels? That didn't sound real. It seemed like pseudoscience. Then again, no one was interested in his opinion.

His handler took a step back and folded her arms. "Do you think this is fair, Bradley?" Bradley. When he heard that name, he immediately thought of Lily, and part of him wanted to argue, resist, or fight back. He was struggling to come up with the right words. But even if he had, it would have made no difference.

Still, she expected an answer. He paused, then shook his head.

She smirked. "You're honest. I like that. With that kind of attitude, maybe the judge will like you. Maybe the tribunal will go in your favor?" She smiled again.

With hope glowing along his eyes, he nodded quickly.

"Do you think the world is upside down? That you’re being punished for simply wanting respect?"

The prisoner answered with another nod.

"Oh, poor thing," she cooed, her tone laced with mock sympathy. "And yet, here you are."

She circled again, boots padding slowly. "Men like you used to run everything. Didn’t you?"

He didn’t move.

"It must be hard," she said softly, leaning close to his ear, "to wake up and find the rules have changed. Is it hard to accept that your voice no longer matters? Is it hard to accept the truth of your new status?"

He nodded, and she grinned again.

"Is it hard to remember that you aren't a real citizen anymore? Is it hard to remember that your opinion doesn't count?" She moved back in front of him, her eyes gleaming. "Well, guess what? It doesn't."

She pulled out a small device from her coat pocket. With a press of a button, a screen activated, showing a graph labeled Compliance Score: Pending.

"This will start collecting data immediately," she said. "Every nod, every shake, every second you maintain correct posture. It all matters now. And yes, the judge will review this data along with the testimonials. What would your wife think of your score?"

She stared at him for a long moment.

"You’re probably wondering what comes next."

He gave a tiny nod.

"Good. That shows you’re learning."

"You’re going to wait here, and then you will go before the tribunal. Along the way, we expect you to cooperate. We always expect you to behave. Can you do that?"

He nodded even faster this time. Brad’s pulse raced.

"Good boy," she said with a grin.

"If you disobey," she added, her tone sharpening, "the judge will be very upset with you. If you're lucky, she’ll send you back to your wife. If not…"

…They could keep him.

He shook his head. He wasn't going to let that happen.

Still, she flashed another one of those smiles. She was beautiful, alluring, and there was something intoxicating about just sitting close to her even as she towered above him. Oddly enough, Brad started to hope for the tribunal. He was thinking about the judicial system and how he would do or say whatever it took to get them to see that he could be a compliant man. He could be a good and obedient boy, the kind of male who understood his place. Even so, this woman told him, "If you disobey, you go somewhere darker. Somewhere quieter."

He swallowed hard.

She crouched slightly so that she was eye level with him. "I’m going to enjoy watching your progress. I can't wait to see what the judge decides. Oh, and I'm sure the testimonials are going to be fun."

She stood and turned to the door.

"Get used to silence, Bradley," she said without looking back. "That's all you have left."

The door hissed shut behind her, locking with a final-sounding click.

Brad sat still. It could’ve been his imagination, but he thought the collar hummed faintly around his neck.

With his eyes closed, he embraced those memories of his last few choices, his last taste of freedom, and everything that happened right before he was taken into the judicial center. Brad had walked slowly down the wide aisles of the big box store, pushing an empty shopping cart even though he didn’t need anything. The towering shelves rose around him like metal cliffs, packed with items he didn’t want—TVs, space heaters, stacks of pillows, off-brand cereals. The artificial lighting glared down above his head. He wasn’t there to buy. He was there to breathe.

Like so many other people, he had discovered that just getting out and wandering through the empty rituals of shopping could feel like a taste of freedom, especially when it came to getting away from the people back home. Of course, he loved his wife. In truth, he loved Audrey more than anything.

Her little sister, on the other hand…

His chest still felt tight. Brad wasn't used to this kind of anger or fear. He remembered seeing Audrey's face. Of course, he understood that there were women who enjoyed controlling their husbands out in the wider world. Those were the women who kept their men collared or required them to download monitoring software on their phones. All of that seemed obvious enough, but Audrey had respected him...until now.

Part of him wanted to just focus on Lily. He needed to stay angry at that young woman. Instead, he was thinking about his wife and how she had taken Lily's side. It wasn't right. It wasn't fair! This wasn't what a marriage was supposed to look like!

Worse, he hadn’t technically meant to shout at Lily. He hadn’t even planned to confront her for a second time. But the instant she walked through the door, like she owned the place, feet up on his coffee table again, mocking him...something in him snapped. And now, here he was, pacing between displays of blender attachments and discounted toolkits as he worked to collect himself before whatever came next.

Brad turned into the home improvement section and paused by a row of drills. It was quiet here. He leaned against the cart and worked to calm those jaggedly persistent thoughts.

He thought about her face—Lily’s smirk, the taunting look she gave him as he told her to leave. She never even flinched. It was like she enjoyed watching him lose control.

His phone buzzed in his jacket pocket. At first, he didn't check. He knew who it would probably be, yet he wondered if this was just an email from work or some other random notification from one of the apps on his phone. He puffed out his cheeks, glanced around, and wondered if he would make a mistake by looking. Up until he pulled up the phone, he had plausible deniability on his side.

In truth, he didn't want to talk to either of those women. He didn't want to confront them, especially when he knew they could team up against him. They were sisters. Maybe this made sense.

Something inside of his chest seemed to collapse as he considered the possibility that Audrey saw him as nothing but an accessory. Perhaps his wife viewed him as just a toy or a plaything. Maybe he was one of the affectations of being an adult in the modern world. She had needed to get married, so she picked him, and now he was just supposed to do whatever she said.

He locked his teeth together, refused to accept that, and remembered all of the good times they had together. He thought about the way she teased him, how she loved to reach over and scratch the back of his neck, how she would kiss him, and how he had serviced her. In that moment, he really did long for the intimacy of being in bed with her. Not only that, she had always been so respectful! Outside, there were lots of women who embraced female superiority. They had no problem talking down to men, teasing them, or mocking them openly out on the street.

But Audrey had never been like that.

Was he being a jerk?

His phone vibrated again, and he knew it was probably going to be her.

He started to wonder whether or not this was immature or inappropriate. Maybe he was acting like some brat by refusing to answer. After all, they were married, so they were supposed to be able to talk to one another. Their relationship was supposed to be built on a foundation of trust.

Reluctantly, Brad took out his phone. Audrey.

Brad stared at the screen, thumb hovering. As expected, he saw her name, and there was that little green icon. He just had to swipe his digital along the smooth surface, and he would hear her voice. Bracing himself, Brad answered.

"Bradley," Audrey’s voice was sharp, cold, and without pleasantries. "Where are you?"

He hesitated. "Out." His voice probably came out sharper than he expected.

"You need to come home. Now."

He gripped the handle of the cart tighter. "I needed some space."

"You don’t leave without permission. You know that."

That word—permission—hit like a slap. He looked up at the warehouse ceiling and exhaled through his nose. At the same time, he wanted to remind her that they had never talked about this before. Maybe there were other couples out there who set certain expectations. Perhaps he wasn't allowed to read unauthorized websites, and maybe she would dictate what he was allowed to stream on their TV, or maybe she would expect a certain kind of greeting whenever she came home (apparently, having a husband in a nice jacket and holding a glass of wine when the woman walked through the door was becoming more common). Audrey had never been like that!

"I’m not a prisoner, Audrey," he reminded her.

"You’re acting like a child. Come home."

"No. Not like this." He shook his head, though she couldn’t see. "I’m not going to just roll over every time you or Lily—"

"Stop right there," she interrupted. "You’re on thin ice already."

"I live on thin ice," he snapped, his voice low but furious. "That’s the whole point. I can’t breathe in that house. She walks in and out like it’s hers. Like I’m just...furniture. And you let her."

There was a pause.

Then Audrey’s voice returned, lower, even colder.

"If you don’t come home within the hour, I’ll call the police."

Brad’s mouth went dry.

"You don’t mean that."

"You know exactly what I mean. Don’t make me repeat it."

He laughed, bitterly. "This is insane. I’m not even—"

"Brad. Last warning."

He stared down at his phone and saw her name again, yet part of him couldn't believe it. An even bigger part of him couldn't accept it. This didn't seem possible. It didn't seem real. She had never talked to him like this before.

Then her voice lightened, "Look, maybe this is my fault. Maybe I should have been clearer with you, but you’ve never acted up like this before." Acted up? He wasn't some angry teenager who had decided to try to slam the door and run away for a couple of hours before meekly striding back home. Only then, he looked around at the department store, and he knew he was on his own, just as he recognized that he had no real reason to be there. The pieces fit together, forming a shape he didn't like.

"Come. Home. Now."

He didn’t say another word.

Brad ended the call. His heart was hammering as he stood there in the middle of the big box store, every breath in his ears, and his fingers would have been trembling, yet he tightened his grip on the cart.

He stood there for a long time, uncertain. He didn't know what was going on.

Actually, he didn't even know how long he stood there. At some point, he started walking. He did laps around the store. He saw the same shirts, jeans, make-up displays, cleaning supplies, office furniture, grocery section, books, TVs, and more over and over again. Pretty soon, he lost count of how many times he had been walking laps around the store. Simultaneously, he expected his phone to start vibrating. Even if she didn't call, there were probably going to be text messages. Even if Audrey wasn't going to call him, he almost expected Lily to do it.

At some point, he’d have to go home. At some point…

He thought he heard something, the buzz of static, and maybe a woman's voice. He figured it would be just an announcement coming from the PA system. Maybe there was a special on bread or baby diapers or something. He had wandered, and now he looked around without even understanding how he had gotten here. His legs had moved automatically, thoughtless and instinctual.

But now Brad paused near the lighting section, and he pretended to examine a set of hanging fixtures while his thoughts spun like a storm. He hadn’t even realized how far he’d walked into the store. Somewhere distant, a little girl was laughing. The metallic clatter of shopping carts echoed through the cavernous space.

And then he heard it again: a quick and sharp burst of static. That short crackle snapped across the air like a cough.

"Unit Four, check aisle thirty-nine."

Brad froze.

Another voice followed, crisp and professional but unmistakably feminine. "Suspect sighted. Confirmed match."

Those words didn't feel right. They didn't sound right. They sounded as though they belonged in some kind of police procedural. For a moment, he closed his eyes, and he wished he could just be back on the couch alone with Audrey. He yearned for another chance to wrap his arms around her, to feel her head rest against his chest, and to breathe in the warm and sweet scent of her shampoo at the end of the night.

Brad didn’t turn right away. He didn’t have to. In the polished metal of a nearby wall fixture, he saw them: four women in dark blue uniforms, all moving with purpose, their boots thudding against the store’s linoleum floor. Their belts bristled with gear—handcuffs, batons, pistols and radios.

"Bradley Moore?" one of them called out cheerfully.

He turned, slowly. His heart was pounding. A woman with short black hair and sharp, dark eyes stepped forward. She held a clipboard in one hand.

"Bradley," she repeated as if speaking to a runaway dog. "It's okay, boy. We're here to help you. We’re going to need you to come with us."

Another officer, someone with blonde hair and a smug smile, chimed in. "No need to make a scene. You know the rules."

He didn’t answer. The officers spread out slightly, forming a half-circle like they were surrounding an unruly pet.

"Bradley," the lead officer said again, her voice dipping lower, almost soothing, "let’s not make this harder than it has to be."

"You’ve been very emotional lately," another added. "Everyone understands, but this kind of behavior isn’t healthy."

His jaw tightened. The air felt heavier. Their eyes were expectant, patient, patronizing.

Brad took one step back.

"Oh, Bradley," the blonde said, a little mock pout forming on her lips. "Don’t be dramatic."

And then he ran!

It was instinct, pure and stupid and impossible. He turned and bolted down the aisle, the rubber soles of his sneakers squeaking against the floor. Behind him, there was a flurry of movement, startled voices, and then the unmistakable command, "Subject fleeing. Pursue."

He didn’t look back.

Brad sprinted down the aisle, weaving around a woman with a shopping cart full of paper towels. She shrieked as he nearly clipped her side. A stack of throw pillows toppled over as he darted past them. He was making a mess, but he didn't care, not when his heart thundered in his chest. Everything around him blurred into color and sound.

The cops' target turned sharply at the next aisle, nearly crashing into a shelf of coffee makers. Shouts rang out behind him. One of the officers barked something into her radio, but the words were lost beneath the hammering of blood in his ears. He rushed down another aisle—this one packed with plastic tubs and storage bins. He ducked under a low-hanging display sign and shoved a metal cart out of his way. His legs burned, but adrenaline kept him moving. At some other point in his life, this might have felt like a game. Right then and there, he didn't know where he was going or what he was doing, but he couldn't let them drag him away!

"Bradley!" a voice called after him. They were hunting him, yet she used that same condescending tone, like they were inviting him back to a kindergarten nap circle. "You’re only making this worse!"

He dodged into a seasonal aisle full of synthetic pine wreaths and fake snow. His shoulder smacked against another display, sending glitter-covered ornaments scattering across the floor. He heard someone stumble behind him.

He could see the wide automatic doors at the entrance. Shoppers stepped aside in confusion as he barreled toward them, eyes wild, breath ragged. He caught a glimpse of a security guard lifting a radio, mouth open in alarm.

Brad shoved through the doors and into the cool air of the parking lot. The sky overhead was a sheet of steel-gray, thick with winter clouds. He didn’t stop. His feet hit pavement and he kept going, cutting across rows of parked cars, barely registering the honk of a horn as someone slammed on their brakes to avoid hitting him.

Behind him, the doors automatically slid open again. He was outside, but they weren't done with him.

The chase wasn’t over.

Maybe if he could get home, then he could talk to Audrey, and she could call them off. He’d have to confront his wife, but he could do it.

With that outline of a plan, he kept running. Brad swung his arms, his hands flat and fingers out. He chopped through the air, rushing as hard as he could. He couldn't give up. He couldn't surrender. Even as he heard those footfalls behind him, he kept going, desperate for escape!

Brad’s lungs were burning. Exhaustion soaked into his muscles. He didn't think he was especially out of shape, but he wasn't prepared for this. It wasn't as though he had trained to flee the police! And yet, there was that exhilaration of running. There was the adrenaline pounding through his veins as he continued to swing his arms and kick his feet down.

The cold wind cut across his face as his shoes pounded against the pavement, each step an effort of will and desperation. Behind him, he could still hear them—the four officers, relentless, efficient, a chorus of clipped radio chatter and echoing boot steps. They were coming for him. Somewhere, a siren cried in the distance, but he didn’t dare stop.

This errant man darted across an intersection, narrowly avoiding another car that skidded to a halt with a blaring horn. The driver, a woman, made the point of rolling down her window and shouting something at him. He couldn't even hear exactly what the words were supposed to be, but the point was clear. As a man, he had to be more careful. He couldn't behave like this! Maybe she even suggested that his wife needed to punish him. Someone else shouted from a sidewalk café. He didn’t stop. He couldn’t. His eyes scanned ahead, searching for direction, for cover, for anything.

The park.

There it was, just a few blocks ahead. The trees still held a few stubborn leaves that rustled in the wind. Beyond them, he could see the familiar curves of the walking paths, the old iron benches, and the playground equipment that always looked vaguely cheerful in the winter light. But more importantly, it meant he was close to home.

If he could just get to Audrey—if she saw him, maybe she’d stop this. Maybe she’d call them off. Maybe, despite everything, she’d still take his side. If nothing else, the police officers would listen to her.

Clinging to that vestige of hope, Brad veered off the main road and plunged into the park.

The gravel path crunched underfoot. Cruises rolled up and stopped behind him; doors opened and slammed shut just as fast! He could hear the heavy breathing behind him, too close now. The playground came into view, its metal slides and climbing frames glowing faintly under the dull sky.

Brad pushed harder. His limbs felt leaden, but adrenaline kept him moving. Trees whipped past in his peripheral vision. He was so close—

Then he felt it.

A sharp sting, just below his right shoulder, cut across all of that other sensory information. For a second there, he wasn't focused on the exhaustion in his legs, the burning in his shoulders, the tightness in his sides, or in the burning along his lungs. This felt like a wasp's angry bite but worse.

His step faltered.

He reached up instinctively, and his fingers closed around something thin and metallic.

It was a dart. They had done it. They actually shot him!

"No..."

The world lurched sideways. He blinked and stumbled and slowed as the playground blurred. His legs moved without direction. His knees buckled.

He collapsed onto the cold grass, the sky spinning above him. His breath came in shallow gasps. He tried to push himself up, but his arms wouldn’t respond. He felt weightless and heavy at the same time as his thoughts slipped out of focus.

A pair of boots stepped into view. Brad tried to speak, only his mouth barely moved.

The lead officer crouched beside him, her gloved hand brushing his cheek almost mockingly.

"There we go," she said softly. "That wasn’t so hard, was it?"

He could only stare, blinking slowly.

"You boys always make such a scene," the blonde officer added before rolling her eyes. "Sorry, young man. It never changes the outcome."

Someone pulled his arms behind him, and cold steel closed around his wrists. The cuffs bit into his skin, but he couldn’t flinch. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t even object.

The tranquilizer hummed through his veins like syrup, muting everything.

"Don't worry," she said. "This is a low dose. It's only going to last for a little while. We can get you into the judicial center, and we can have a nice talk. I'm sure you'll feel a lot better in front of the tribunal."

They lifted him roughly—two at his shoulders, two at his legs—and began carrying him back toward the edge of the park. His head lolled against his chest. The playground faded behind him, replaced by the hard lines of the police cruiser waiting by the curb.

One officer opened the back door.

"Put him in nice and easy. We don’t want to bruise him before intake."

They laughed.

Brad was slid onto the back seat. The door slammed shut as he waited for the drugs to fade from his system.

Collared, dressed in orange, muzzled and cuffed, he didn’t dare argue or resist. He moved wherever the guards wanted him. They escorted him down a long hall and through a door. Then he saw it.

The courtroom.

They shoved him down onto his knees and started to shackle him in place. Cuffs chained to the floor soon encircled his ankles and knees. They kept his hands behind his back. This way, he had to kneel while the judges, lawyers, witnesses and spectators all got to sit. As a man, he needed to learn his place during these proceedings.

Of course, he still wore the muzzle.

As a man, he didn’t need to speak at his hearing.

The courtroom was cold.

It wasn’t just a question of the temperature; it was the atmosphere—a severe, clinical chill that settled into the bones and refused to leave. The walls were pale gray, seamless and unadorned, the lighting too bright, too sterile. There were no windows or clocks, just rows of rigid seats, surveillance panels embedded into the ceiling, and the looming bench at the front.

Brad kneeled in silence, his wrists cuffed, his ankles shackled, and with the muzzle over his face. He kept his eyes low, trained on the dark, polished floor. He dared not move. Even his gestures and body language could be used against him. The vibrating tension swelled as the door behind the bench opened with a hydraulic hiss.

"All rise," a voice called.

Everyone stood—excluding Brad. He had to kneel before this authority figure.

Judge Tabitha Rose entered the room like a storm in heels. She was tall, elegant, and terrifying. Her hair was pulled into a tight braid that coiled over one shoulder, silver threads streaked through dark brown. Her black judicial robe flowed like ink, sharp at the collar, fastened with a pin bearing the insignia of the tribunal. She moved with purpose, her steps striking the floor in sharp, deliberate rhythm.

The judge took her seat and scanned the courtroom with her cool, measured and unyielding gaze. Here was a woman who was smarter than every boy who had stepped foot or crawled into her courtroom. "Be seated,” she commanded, and everyone obeyed.

"Today," she began, her voice smooth as silk, "we are gathered in service of justice—an institution older than any one of us and far greater than the sum of its parts. Justice, in its truest form, is not blind. It sees clearly, it listens precisely, and it acts decisively."

Brad’s hands clenched. He tried to control his breathing. Although he appeared relaxed, he seethed at this idealistic nonsense.

"This is not merely a hearing. This is a reaffirmation of order. We’re here to judge balance and the principles that have kept our society safe, stable, and thriving."

The courtroom was silent, reverent.

Judge Rose’s gaze swept the chamber.

"And at the heart of this balance," she continued, "is the essential understanding that men—though once destructive, though once given far too much leniency—must now be guided, corrected, and where necessary, restrained." She smiled a little as she turned to him and nodded. She clearly approved of his muzzle.

As a man at this hearing, he didn’t need to speak. The women would decide how to deal with him. Brad's stomach churned as the fear pumped along his limbs.

"The burden of leadership has fallen to us," she said, her voice stronger now. "It has fallen to women, the superior sex. It is not a privilege—it is a responsibility. One we take seriously and one we cannot afford to abandon."

She turned slightly toward the prosecution bench.

"Today’s hearing concerns the actions of one Mr. Bradley Moore. A man who, despite the guidance and structure afforded him by the state, his partner, and her family, chose to run from those who care about him most. He didn’t just run from expectations but from lawful authority."

Brad felt a bead of sweat roll down the back of his neck.

"He ran from his wife, his sister-in-law, and from the police."

There was no emotion in her voice. These were just the facts, cold and clinical.

"And so now, we must decide how best to proceed.”

Brad longed to speak. Sounds clustered at the back of his throat! He wanted to object. He had to say something! But the rules were clear. He was not permitted to speak. His role was to listen, obey, and accept.

"Mr. Moore," Judge Rose said, turning her eyes directly on him. He looked up, startled, unsure if he was being asked a question or simply being addressed. "You are here because your behavior has cast doubt on your ability to remain unsupervised."

Brad swallowed.

"You’ve been provided with a home. A structured environment. A supportive partner. And yet, you fled. You attempted to evade accountability. You resisted assistance from trained officers."

He wanted to say it wasn’t resistance. It was fear. It was desperation. If he could have just explained his side of things, he knew the judge would’ve understood.

He needed to shout back!

But he nodded once. Judge Rose’s expression didn’t change. "This is not unusual," she said, turning now to the observers behind the rail. "Men often regress when confronted with firm correction. They lash out, withdraw, or run. This is why we do not entrust them with final authority over themselves. It is not cruelty. It is necessity."

She folded her hands.

"Let it be known that this hearing is not punitive in nature. We are not here to exact revenge. We are here to examine the facts, assess the situation, and determine what level of oversight will best serve Mr. Moore’s needs—and the needs of his household."

A soft murmur passed through the observers.

Brad remained still. He stayed quiet. As a muzzled boy, he could’ve tried to speak, yet none of these women would’ve been able to understand him. His muscles ached from the tension. He could sense his heartbeat in his ears.

"We will hear testimony from his assigned custodians," Judge Rose continued. "We will review his behavioral file. We will consider options including increased monitoring, house reassignment, and temporary placement in correctional care. His final decision will largely depend on the testimonies from his friends and family."

Brad’s blood turned to ice; he didn’t even hear that last part. Instead, he focused on two other words: correctional care. The words echoed in his skull like a gong.

He looked over to the far end of the chamber where Audrey sat composed and unreadable. She kept her hands folded in her lap. She didn’t look at him.

Lily sat behind her and leaned back slightly with her crossed. She had a faint smile on her lips.

“Let us begin,” said the judge.

It was time for the first witness and testimony.

The door at the far end of the room opened with a mechanical hiss. In stepped a young woman with a casual but confident stride. She wore fitted slacks and a tailored blouse and kept her hair tied into a sleek ponytail. Brad recognized her immediately—Jenny, the girl from three houses down. What was she doing here? She was a junior at the local university, and she was also known for her involvement in the Campus Committee for Social Equity and Reform. Brad hadn’t spoken with her more than a handful of times, always polite nods in passing, the occasional wave across a lawn. He hadn’t imagined her here.

“Jenny Elridge,” Judge Tabitha Rose announced, adjusting her glasses. “Come forward.”

Jenny complied. For the next tense seconds, there was only the sound of her muted footsteps as she approached the center of the room. Surprisingly, she didn't look nervous at all. On the contrary, she kept her back straight, and there was something close to excitement radiating off of her, all because this was an official proceeding, and she couldn't wait to contribute! She took her place behind the podium reserved for witnesses and gave a slight smile, not to Brad, but to the judge. Unlike Brad, Jenny was obviously at ease. If anything, she was having fun!

“Miss Elridge,” Judge Rose said, voice even and composed. “You’ve lived near the defendant for…how long?”

“Three years now,” Jenny said. “Since I started undergrad.”

“And in that time, have you had many interactions with Mr. Moore?”

Jenny smiled thoughtfully. “Not many, no. Just enough to get a sense of his…personality.”

Brad’s stomach twisted and spun. He felt his body tighten with every word, and his fingers twitched against his palms. He wanted—needed—to say something. But the small red light on the collar around his neck glowed steadily, reminding him that he was under a gag order. More importantly, the muzzle made it impossible for him to say anything. Then again, he still could have tried. He could have made those noises, making it abundantly clear to the judge, his wife, his sister-in-law, and the spectators that he had something to say! They were silencing him! If he remained quiet and didn't even make the attempt, then all of these women could simply assume that he was a man, so he didn't have anything to say. Then again, one attempt at a spoken word would be considered defiance.

Judge Rose leaned forward. “And what kind of personality do you think Mr. Moore has?”

Jenny tilted her head slightly. “He always seemed…tense. On edge. A bit guarded, honestly. There was a moment once where I was walking past his house and I saw him in the driveway. He looked at me like I wasn’t supposed to be there.”

“Did he say anything threatening?”

Jenny paused. “No. Not exactly. But it was in his posture. His expression. Like he resented me just for being there. I mean, I see a lot of boys at school, and they all pretty much know how to behave and cooperate. I'm not sure that's true for Bradley here.”

Brad’s jaw clenched. He remembered the day she was talking about—he had just gotten off a stressful video call for work and had gone outside for air. He remembered seeing Jenny pass, but he hadn’t said anything. There had been no malice in his glance. He had been tired. There was nothing more to it!

“And would you say,” Judge Rose continued, “that this kind of silent disobedience is common for him?” Silent disobedience? That wasn't fair!

Jenny nodded confidently. “Yes, I would.”

Silent disobedience. The term hit Brad like a punch to his gut. He didn’t realize there was a way to be accused without doing anything at all. He wanted to scoff, to shake his head, to raise a hand and object. But he didn’t. He just stared at a patch of floor in front of him and swallowed the heat rising in his throat.

“Could you provide any examples of aggressive behavior?”

Jenny hesitated for the first time. “He’s not aggressive, not exactly. But I’ve heard things from others on the block. There have been rumors about how he talks to his wife and his sister-in-law too. They say he always sounds…reluctant.”

Brad looked up, eyes wide with disbelief. Reluctant? That was evidence now? He wanted to catch her eye, to somehow make her see how unfair this was. But she wasn’t looking at him. No one was.

“So you’ve never witnessed direct disobedience,” Judge Rose clarified.

“Not directly, no,” Jenny admitted. “But it’s in the vibe. I know that sounds vague, but you can just tell sometimes. He never seems cooperative.”

Judge Rose nodded sagely. “We understand. It’s often in the subtle things, especially with men like Mr. Moore.”

Brad shifted uncomfortably. He hated that phrase. Men like him? What did that even mean? He wasn’t a criminal. He wasn’t violent. He worked. He paid bills. He followed rules—even when he hated them. Wasn’t that enough?

Jenny continued, emboldened by the Judge’s support. “Even now, look at him. He’s frowning. His hands are clenched. He’s not relaxed. He’s not compliant.”

Judge Rose glanced over at Brad. “He’s resisting in the only way he thinks he can.”

Brad looked down again. The accusation left a weight in his chest. Was it resistance to have feelings? Was it defiance to be uncomfortable while strangers dissected your life in public?

Judge Rose turned back to Jenny. “Do you feel safe living near him?”

Jenny hesitated, then nodded. “I do now. But if the situation wasn’t under control, I think I’d feel very differently. He’s unpredictable. Boys like him really need to be controlled. Maybe muzzles should be more common?" She shrugged like this was just an idea, one she didn't really need to worry about.

“Thank you for your honesty, Miss Elridge. Your insights help the court tremendously.”

Jenny smiled again and stepped back, returning to the gallery where other community members— almost entirely women—watched silently. Some looked at Brad with mild curiosity. Others studied him with veiled disdain. None watched him with any kind of sympathy

Judge Rose turned a page on her desk and tapped a stylus against the screen in front of her. “Let the record show that our character witness has no documented incidents with Mr. Moore, but her testimonial offers valuable insight into the emotional landscape of his behavior.”

Gagged and powerless, Brad still couldn't say anything!

“It's time for our witness,” Judge Rose announced, her voice smooth but cold. “Bring in Alicia Long.”

The bailiff moved briskly to the door, and a moment later, Alicia entered, her posture straight, her blonde hair pulled back into a tight, regulation braid that brushed her shoulder. She was dressed neatly in a gray blouse and a dark skirt, her expression composed but uneasy. Even if she knew she wasn't going to get in trouble here, she probably hadn't been in a courtroom before. Somehow, seeing these types of proceedings in a streaming show didn't prepare her for the gravitas of the situation.

As expected, she took her place at the witness stand before adjusting the microphone with a slight tremor in her hand.

“State your name and occupation for the record,” the clerk instructed.

“Alicia Long,” she said clearly. “Administrative Coordinator at NorthPoint Industries.”

“And your connection to the defendant, Bradley Moore?”

“We worked together for three years,” Alicia replied, glancing briefly at Brad before returning her eyes to the judge. At the same time, he was trying to decide exactly what Alicia was going to say. Predicting her testimony wasn't going to change anything, especially since he couldn't object or interject. He didn't get to talk. As a muzzled boy, he was expected to wait there and remain silent. These women were talking; his superiors would decide his fate.

Judge Rose nodded once. “Let's proceed.” The clerk stepped aside, and Judge Rose leaned forward slightly, hands folded neatly atop the bench. “Miss Long, you were asked here today to provide the court with an honest account of Mr. Moore’s behavior in the workplace. I trust you understand the weight of your testimony?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“Good. Let’s begin.” Judge Rose’s gaze sharpened, pinning Alicia in place. “What can you tell this court about Mr. Moore’s character and conduct during his time at NorthPoint?”

Alicia hesitated. Brad watched her jaw tighten slightly before she spoke.

“He’s been a good worker,” she began carefully. “Brad is diligent, punctual, and capable. He completes tasks efficiently and often goes beyond what’s asked of him. I’ve never had reason to question his productivity.” She spoke with the clipped neutrality of a woman giving a report for work.

Only now, there was a pause. Judge Rose arched an eyebrow. “And yet, I understand from your preliminary statement that you had concerns about his behavior?”

Alicia inhaled slowly, her fingers flexing against the edge of the witness stand.

“Yes, Your Honor. While Brad’s work is solid, he does…push boundaries.”

“In what way?”

“He talks too much,” Alicia said, her voice firmer now, as if once the first words left her, the rest could follow. “He shares opinions when it isn’t appropriate. Sometimes in meetings, when a female supervisor would present instructions, Brad would offer suggestions or alternative ideas—unsolicited.” Immediately, Brad thought of one of his last conversations with his wife and the young man who’d gotten in trouble for the exact same kinds of behaviors. Then again, Brad was older and more experienced. Besides, he mostly worked at home now! As far as he was concerned, he was supposed to be able to express himself!

Maybe that was foolish.

There was a murmur in the courtroom. The spectators didn't like that. Judge Tabitha Rose, however, maintained her carefully neutral expression until her lips pressed into a thin line. “Did he ever display outright disrespect to his superiors?”

Alicia shook her head, but the movement was uncertain. “Not overtly. He never shouted or used inappropriate language. But there was an undercurrent of… resistance. He didn’t defer the way most men know to. He questioned. He spoke when he should have simply nodded.”

Judge Rose leaned back, steepling her fingers. “Was this behavior disruptive?”

Alicia’s mouth twitched faintly. “Not in the traditional sense. He didn’t derail projects. He didn’t stir conflict. But it made things…tense. It made some of the women uncomfortable.”

“Including yourself?”

Alicia hesitated again. “I didn’t dislike him,” she admitted. “He’s polite in his own way. He can also be very friendly. But I think we all know there’s a difference between being nice and being obedient. Brad never quite understood that difference.”

Judge Rose glanced down at her notes, then back up. “Would you say Mr. Moore’s failure to conform posed a threat to the workplace dynamic?”

Alicia’s shoulders shifted, her posture stiffening just slightly. “A threat might be too strong a word,” she said. “But he challenged the structure. He didn’t seem to understand—or refused to accept—that in order for society to function properly, certain expectations exist. Men are not meant to question. They’re meant to contribute quietly.”

The judge let those words hang in the air like a stone dropped into still water.

“And did you ever address your concerns with Mr. Moore directly?”

Alicia’s eyes flicked briefly to Brad again. “I tried,” she said quietly. “I reminded him, gently, that it wasn’t his place to speak out. I told him he didn’t need to carry opinions into the room. But Brad always smiled and said he was just trying to help.” Brad tried to remember whether or not that was true. He thought of a few discussions that had taken place before or after work.

Her lips pressed into a thin, resigned line. “He’s not a bad person,” she added, almost reluctantly. “I don’t think he means harm. But intent doesn’t erase the impact.”

Judge Rose nodded slowly, folding her hands once more.

“One final question, Miss Long. Given your experience working alongside Mr. Moore, what is your opinion of his decision to flee his household?”

Alicia’s jaw tightened again, but she met the judge’s gaze without flinching.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that Brad has always struggled with rules that he felt didn’t make sense. And when enough pressure built, he broke. I don’t condone what he did. Running away from his wife was an act of defiance, and defiance in a man leads to instability. But…I understand how it could have happened.”

The judge regarded her for a long moment, then nodded once.

“Thank you, Miss Long. You may step down.”

Alicia shifted, preparing to leave, but Judge Rose raised a hand to stop her.

“On second thought,” the judge said. “Miss Long, I want you to speak plainly now. Set aside the formality. This court requires not only facts but honest impressions. Tell us, in your own words, what you really thought of Mr. Moore.”

Alicia stiffened slightly. She hadn’t expected to be asked for anything personal. She was prepared to describe workplace behavior, to give a clinical assessment of compliance. But impressions? That was trickier.

She glanced at Brad. He sat frozen, not meeting her eyes, but she could see the way his jaw flexed, the tension in his neck. It wasn’t the face of a man who hated. It was the face of a man cornered and trapped by powerful forces.

“I thought he was kind,” Alicia said quietly. “He was kind but careless.”

Judge Rose’s brow lifted. “Careless?”

Alicia nodded, forcing her voice to steady. “He's been careless with how much space he took up and careless with how he made women work harder to manage him.” The words just tumbled out of her mouth. Finally, Alicia paused to organize her thoughts. “Like I said, he never shouted or disrespected anyone outright. But it’s the little things like the way he would stay after meetings to ask why certain decisions were made, like it was his place to understand. He never raised his voice, but he occupied space that didn’t belong to him...if that makes sense.”

"It does," answered Judge Rose. There was also a faint hum in the gallery—disapproval, or perhaps agreement. Alicia wasn’t sure. “But how did that make you feel?”

Alicia hesitated. She searched for the right words, aware of how heavily each syllable landed in this room. When she glanced over at Brad, it was clear she wanted to communicate something. He did too since he didn't get the chance because the gag and muzzle still stopped every word that could have left his mouth. Eventually, the witness exhaled. She let out a low sigh. “Frustrated,” she said. “Tired. Like I had to work twice as hard to keep the order intact.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. The sound of the ceiling fan whirred faintly above them, mixing with the quiet scratch of a court reporter’s pen.

The judge finally broke the silence. “Miss Long, you worked closely with Mr. Moore. Did you ever suspect he was unhappy at home?”

Alicia’s lips parted, but she hesitated before answering. She’d never spoken to Brad about his personal life. Not directly. But there were cracks—moments she remembered now with painful clarity.

“There were days when he came in quieter than usual,” she said slowly. “Distracted. He once mentioned that it was hard to be heard at home, but I thought he meant it in the way most men do. That he didn’t realize his voice wasn’t supposed to carry.”

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the witness stand.

“I didn’t ask questions,” she admitted. “I didn’t think it was my place.”

Judge Rose studied her for a moment, then leaned forward.

“If you could speak to him now—if you could tell him anything—what would you say?”

Alicia glanced at Brad, who finally met her eyes, briefly but sharply, like a flash of recognition across a battlefield.

“I’d tell him he was never invisible,” Alicia said quietly. “He thought he was being ignored, but he wasn’t. We saw him. We noticed every time he pushed the line and every time he made it harder for the rest of us to keep order.” She swallowed. “And I’d tell him I hope he learns,” she finished, her voice tightening despite herself. “I hope he learns what his place is before it’s too late.”

With every second, he itched to answer her! Hot frustration pulsated through his body, but he still didn't get to talk. Judge Rose’s gaze lingered on her for a beat longer, then she sat back.

“You’ve given this court much to consider, Miss Long. But before you leave, I want to understand something more. You say you saw his defiance. You noticed the cracks. And yet, you describe him as kind. If you could decide his sentence, what would you choose?”

The question struck Alicia in the chest, unexpected and heavier than she’d thought it would be. Her mouth opened, then closed. She glanced at Brad one more time, seeing not the man who had fidgeted in meetings, or the man who had questioned policies in whispered conversations—but the man sitting now, diminished under the weight of the state’s judgment. “I don’t think he’s dangerous,” she said finally. “I think he’s confused.”

A murmur again rippled across the gallery. Alicia’s throat felt dry.

“I’d want him corrected,” she continued carefully. “I’d want him educated. I’d want him to understand why the world works the way it does and how he’s expected to behave in it.”

Judge Rose’s expression was unreadable. “So you don't believe he needs to be punished?”

Alicia swallowed. “Correction is a kind of punishment, Your Honor. But it leaves something intact.”

A beat of silence passed between them before the judge gave a single nod.

“You may step down.”

Alicia stood slowly, her legs stiff, and walked toward the exit of the courtroom, her pulse thudding in her ears.

As she passed Brad’s table, she didn’t look directly at him, but she caught him in her peripheral vision. He kneeled motionless, staring at the floor in front of him as if her words had added to the gravity that already held him down.

"We have heard from a neighbor and a coworker. Now, let us hear from one of his friends."

One of his friends? Brad raised his head, and he quickly looked around, wondering who was going to speak on his behalf next.

Mark. It was Mark Davis, one of Brad's old friends from school! Just like the other witnesses, he came in, and he sat down. He gulped, his eyes darting around the room nervously, yet he couldn't bring himself to face the judge. Maybe he was worried that if he said the wrong thing, he could end up muzzled, collared, and locked to the floor, just like Brad.

Sure enough, Judge Rose regarded this new witness coolly. "Mr. Davis, you are here today to provide testimony about the defendant, Mr. Bradley Moore. I understand that you and Mr. Moore have known each other for some time?"

Mark cleared his throat, glancing quickly at Brad before returning his gaze downward. "Yes, Your Honor. We've been friends since high school."

"How unusual," Judge Rose remarked, voice dripping with condescension. "A man with an actual friend. I suppose it's good to see males developing social skills, even if only with one another." Even if the judge had been firm with the other witnesses, her affect and demeanor shifted here. Everyone could feel it, but most of the women didn't mind. After all, they all believed that the males of society needed a firmer hand.

A ripple of uncomfortable laughter passed through the courtroom. Mark flushed.

"Tell us, Mr. Davis," the judge continued, leaning forward slightly, "what was your relationship with Mr. Moore like in your youth?"

Mark straightened a little and fought hard to study his voice. "We were close. We played sports together and hung out after school. Brad's always been a good guy. Loyal. Honest."

"Honest," Judge Rose repeated, scribbling a note. "And would you say he was obedient to the women around him?"

Mark hesitated. "I guess. I mean, we were kids. He didn't cause trouble."

The judge gave a small, thin smile. "So you define 'not causing trouble' as obedience. Interesting. And yet here we are, Mr. Davis, because your dear friend fled his household like a frightened animal. Tell me, was this a pattern in his youth?"

"No," Mark said quickly. "Brad never ran from anything. He stood up for people. He—he always tried to do the right thing."

Judge Rose arched an eyebrow. "Stood up for people? How very masculine. Would you say he had a habit of inserting himself where he didn’t belong?"

"No, that's not what I meant," Mark replied as he shifted uncomfortably. "He just cared about people."

"Cared," the judge echoed. "And yet he abandoned his wife. Tell me, Mr. Davis, do you believe Mr. Moore cared about her when he ran?"

Mark's lips parted as the words caught in his throat. "I think he felt trapped."

Judge Rose gave a soft, humorless chuckle. "It's so fascinating how a man can feel trapped in a system that has been designed to protect him and to give him everything he requires." She tapped her pen again, eyes never leaving Mark. "Did Mr. Moore ever express dissatisfaction with societal expectations? Did he ever seem upset with the shifting political landscape?"

"No," Mark said. "He just wanted to live his life. He worked hard and kept to himself. He never meant to hurt anyone."

While the judge interrogated his friend, Brad still couldn’t speak!

"And yet he resisted," Judge Rose said smoothly. "By your own account, he stood up when he should have stood back. Do you think, Mr. Davis, that perhaps Mr. Moore struggled to understand his place in our society?"

Mark shook his head. "No. Brad's a good guy. He's not dangerous."

"You seem very certain," the judge replied, voice saccharine and thin. "Yet, as a man yourself, I wonder if you even grasp the implications of his actions. Men are not taught to question, Mr. Davis. And yet here is your friend, questioning, resisting, and fleeing. What should this court conclude? How should he be punished?"

Mark swallowed hard. "I'm sure that he was scared, not defiant. I don't think he deserves this."

Judge Rose smiled faintly, patronizing. "Of course you'd think so. It's charming, really. The loyalty of one man to another, even in the face of undeniable rebellion."

She sat back and regarded Mark as though he were something fragile and foolish.

"Tell me, Mr. Davis. Do you think if we let Mr. Moore walk free, he will simply fall in line? Or will he continue to challenge the natural order?"

"Brad just wants peace," Mark said, voice tight. "He wants to be left alone."

The judge's smile faded. "Men do not get to decide when they are left alone, Mr. Davis. They are guided, contained, and corrected. Your friend rejected that guidance."

Mark opened his mouth, but the judge had finished with him.

She closed her notebook with a quiet snap. "No further questions. You're dismissed, young man."

As Mark walked away, Brad lifted his head, and he tried to communicate something vital and important. It was more than simple gratitude. It was that understanding. It was the idea that they were supposed to work together, and Mark had done his best. Brad needed to acknowledge that. Of course, he couldn't, not while he remained bound on his knees and muzzled like the wild animal they thought he might be.

The judge tapped her gavel gently. "Let us proceed. Call the next witness."

The bailiff stepped forward. "Lily Moore." Of course, when they had gotten married, Audrey had taken Brad's last name. When that was no longer fashionable, they’d sat down together, discussed their options, and come to the inevitable conclusion. He would need to take Audrey's last name, which meant he now shared a last name with his sister-in-law too.

Brad flinched slightly at the name. His sister-in-law got up from her spot in the courtroom with composed confidence. She wore a blazer that accentuated her commanding presence and a subtle smile that suggested she was perfectly at ease in the spotlight. As far as he was concerned, she never could have been more than a kid sister to him. But now, she exuded power and authority, especially when she walked by him. Not only that, Lily slowed down, and she aimed her gaze down at him. Her eyes were on him. He never should have made eye contact with her, yet he couldn't resist the temptation. That beautiful girl smiled, and he shivered again, hating how she could be younger and smaller, yet still his superior.

Down on his knees and forced to remain there, he felt like an animal in front of some princess. (She was definitely spoiled like one.)

Lily took her seat. "Raise your right hand," the bailiff instructed. Lily complied.

"Do you swear to tell the truth, under penalty of perjury?"

"I do," Lily said, her voice smooth and clear.

She sat at the witness stand. Judge Rose leaned forward, pen poised over a notepad just like before.

"Ms. Moore, thank you for being here. You are the respondent’s sister-in-law, is that correct?"

"Yes, Your Honor. Bradley is married to my sister.”

"And how would you describe your relationship with Mr. Moore?"

Lily glanced at Brad, then returned her eyes to the judge. "It’s...cordial, most of the time. I’ve always wanted to get along with him. He’s family." She flashed the judge this innocent, almost conniving smile. Gagged and unable to say anything, Brad sucked a breath in and along his nostrils as he contemplated what he could do to get the judge to see this young woman for who she really was. Obviously, Lily had beaten him. Clearly, she had messed with him because she didn't respect him. He wasn't rebellious or defiant. That girl was just a brat!

"But you have concerns," the judge said, her voice more a statement than a question.

"Yes, ma’am."

"Please elaborate."

Lily crossed her legs and rested her hands in her lap. At that moment, she really did look like some nervous schoolgirl. It was also contrived! The judge couldn't really believe this! "I believe Brad is struggling with his role in society. He seems...lost. There’s a kind of resistance in him, a tension that never fully goes away."

"Resistance to what, exactly?"

"I don't think he really understands that women deserve to be in charge," she said. "That's why he shouted at me."

The judge raised an eyebrow. "Has he ever said anything explicitly defiant?"

"Not directly. But his tone, his posture—those things speak volumes. It’s just like the other woman said. When I enter my sister’s home, even though I have a key and the full blessing of my sister, he acts like I’m intruding. He seems to think I don’t belong there." Then she smirked, shaking her head a little bit as though she couldn't really believe just how badly he could behave. "Worse than that, he likes to tell me what he really thinks. He thinks his opinion counts!"

Judge Rose scribbled something on her notepad. "And do you believe that behavior is potentially dangerous?"

Lily hesitated, just long enough for the courtroom to notice. "I believe he could be. Not physically violent, no. But emotionally? Mentally? Absolutely. His refusal to submit and adapt to the Gynarchic Empire's righteous rule definitely creates instability." She spoke like a college girl answering a professor's question.

"What do you think causes this instability?"

"I think he’s never accepted that the world has changed. He clings to an old sense of identity, one where men were allowed to dominate or control their surroundings. Now that those structures are gone, he doesn’t know who he is. That’s dangerous—not just to himself, but to the people around him." Then she smirked and dropped her head down, like she was embarrassed about this next part. "And you know? Maybe it's our fault? I mean, Audrey has always been really generous with her husband, and it's not like I ever worked especially hard to put him in his place. If we'd been stricter with him, then maybe he would have a better sense of who he is and where he belongs? I don't know."

"Would you say he needs corrective intervention?"

"Yes, Your Honor. I care about Brad, I truly do. But he needs help. He needs structured support, either at home or in a professional setting."

"And what would that support look like, in your opinion?"

"Therapy. A period of supervised reflection and reeducation. Maybe a reassignment of domestic roles to reset his expectations."

"Do you believe he could ever learn to respect women’s authority?"

Lily exhaled. "I think he wants to...deep down. But wanting and doing are two different things. Without intervention, I fear he’ll keep spiraling." She was so careful with every word. She tried to look and sound innocent, like she was just a young woman who was expressing her opinion.

As a man, Brad didn't get that option! Still, he could feel his pulse pounding; his blood pumped through his veins, and his heart kicked wildly. Even though he couldn't move. He remained there, his knees and ankles bound, his wrists trapped behind his back, the tracking collar around his neck, and the muzzle over his mouth. Like some captured wolf, he wasn't allowed to talk! He wasn't allowed to speak or defend himself. He couldn't even tell these women that they were wrong!

The fury pumped along his skin, making him squirm. Fresh sweat dribbled down along the back of his neck, yet he still didn't dare to make a sound. He had to be good. He had to be obedient. Whether he liked it or not, the judge now controlled his future. She would be the woman to decide his fate.

Judge Rose looked up from her notes. "You said you have a key to the home. How often do you enter without Mr. Moore’s explicit invitation?"

"A few times a month. Sometimes more, depending on my schedule. Audrey— my sister—has no issue with it."

"And Mr. Moore’s reaction to these visits?"

"He stiffens. He avoids eye contact. Once, he told me I couldn’t come in. I laughed at the time because it was absurd. It’s not his house, after all."

Brad’s shoulders tensed visibly, but he stayed silent. That was the smart course of action. Even if he understood this, that didn't stop him from hating it.

The judge tilted her head. "Do you think he believed he was asserting ownership?"

"Yes. It was like watching someone claim a piece of land that wasn’t theirs. To me, it's pretty clear. He is entitled, confused, and resentful." Each word slammed into him as though he had been punched.

Judge Rose nodded slowly. "You mentioned a specific incident where he asked you to leave. Tell us more about that."

"I stopped by to drop off something Audrey had asked for. He was alone in the living room. He looked surprised—almost scared. I said hello and sat down, but he immediately told me to go. His tone was sharp. Then he started shouting, and everything he said was definitely treasonous."

"Did you feel threatened?"

"No. But I felt that if I had been another woman—someone less familiar—he might have acted out."

"So his behavior was erratic."

"Exactly."

"Did you report this behavior?"

"No, I spoke with Audrey instead. She said she’d talk to him. Eventually, he just ran away, and Audrey even gave him another chance. You see what I mean? At every step, she has tried to be gentle with him, but he can't accept it. I mean, maybe some time in a work camp would be good for him? Maybe he needs a couple of days in a mental rehabilitation facility?"

A mental rehabilitation facility…

He had heard about those places, the electroshock therapy, the straitjackets, and so much more. In person and online, men whispered about those places and what it was like. Instantly, the anger vanished, only to be replaced by that spiraling fear at the pit of his stomach.

It got worse because the judge turned her gaze to Brad. Her face remained unreadable. "And what was her response?"

"She was frustrated. Audrey said he’d been difficult lately. But Audrey still said she could handle it."

"And do you think she has?"

"She’s tried. But Brad is stubborn." Lily shrugged. "I mean, look at him. Even now, you can see it in his eyes. He wants to strike back."

He did!

Another young man, someone wiser or smarter, would have dipped his head down and tried so hard to hide every feeling swirling behind his eyes. Other men would have been smart enough to pretend that they had already learned their lesson. Simply kneeling in a courtroom should have been enough to scare the defiant out of them. And yet, some part of him wanted to fight back.

But he still couldn't talk! He couldn't defend himself!

Back in school, before the rise of the new regime, he remembered girls complaining about how boys would suck up most of the oxygen in any room, meaning that the young men in every class loved to talk. They adored the sounds of their own voices. Even when they didn't know something, they would routinely answer the teachers' questions.

"How would you describe his emotional state?"

"Fractured. Confused. Defiant, but also...sad. I don’t think he understands what’s happening around him. Or maybe he does, and he’s just angry about it."

The judge sat back in her chair, fingers steepled. "In your opinion, does Mr. Moore pose a risk to the stability of his home environment?"

Lily didn’t hesitate this time. "Yes. Not because he means harm, but because he refuses to accept the structure necessary to prevent it."

"And if no action is taken?"

"Then I believe things will escalate. He’ll act out more. Maybe he will even break the law again."

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck! Brad hated hearing those words, but there was something far more insidious about all of this, especially because his little sister-in-law clearly had the judge's attention. The woman with the gavel was supposed to be an expert, someone who couldn't be swayed or manipulated. And yet, she really seemed to be doing all of that and so much more with hardly any effort.

"So you’re advocating for corrective therapy."

"Yes. It’s not a punishment. It’s a lifeline."

The courtroom was silent for a long moment. Brad’s heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to stand up, to shout, to tell them all that he wasn’t broken, that he wasn’t dangerous. But he remained where he was, his voice locked away behind the walls of a system that didn’t want to hear it.

"Thank you, Ms. Moore," the judge finally said. "You may step down."

Lily rose and left the stand, her posture graceful and composed. She glanced at Brad only once, and he couldn’t tell if it was with pity or vindication.

Judge Rose looked at her notes and then turned her attention to the gallery. "We’ll resume with the next witness after a brief recess. This hearing will determine the best path forward—for the stability of the household, and the well-being of the respondent."

At this point Brad suspected, there would only be one more witness and one more testimony.

Audrey.

Brad wasn't alone in being able to guess who the final witness would be. The courtroom had settled into an uneasy hush as the next name was called. Everyone was waiting; everyone was curious about the wife and what she would say.

"Audrey Moore," Judge Tabitha Rose intoned, her voice clear and without hesitation. "Please step forward."

Brad's stomach clenched. He watched as his wife—the love of his life and the woman he trusted more than anyone else—walked up the center aisle with a measured grace. Her shoes clicked against the polished floor, the sound sharp, precise, unyielding. She moved with careful grace, like she was fully aware that lots of people were watching her.

Ridiculously, he couldn't help but notice how beautiful she looked. Even now, when he thought he should have been enraged, he still found himself admiring the contours of her legs, the hem of her skirt, her waist, breasts, shoulders, neck, and the glossy shine of her hair. She really did look amazing…

Brad's wife wore a tailored navy dress that fell just below the knees, modest and elegant, with a silver brooch glinting at her collarbone. Her hair was swept into a loose chignon, framing a face that Brad knew better than anyone—and yet, in this moment, he could hardly read her expression.

Like everyone there, he had no choice but to wonder what she was thinking, what she had planned, and what she was going to say. Audrey had been in the courtroom; she had heard the other questions. Plenty of them were similar. She must have prepared something.

A nervous gulp dropped down his throat, and he contemplated how he could have intervened.

Again, he came to the inevitable conclusion. These women would talk about him, and they would decide what was best for him, and they weren't going to ask him for his feedback. His opinion simply didn't count.

Audrey took the stand with the confidence of someone who belonged there. Not as a witness, Brad thought bitterly, but as a participant in this system that had so thoroughly turned against him. Yet even now, there was something warm in the way she briefly met his eyes. Brad thought he picked up on some flicker of softness. Desperate, he held onto it like a thread of oxygen.

Judge Rose looked down at her. "Mrs. Moore, thank you for joining us today. As the spouse of the respondent, your testimony is of particular interest."

"Of course, Your Honor," Audrey said. Her voice was steady and professional. "I'm here to offer whatever insight I can."

Brad sat motionless, silent by mandate and the gag in his mouth. He was trapped by the weight of expectation in addition to the chains around his limbs. Again and again, he reminded himself of how he could not speak. He could not object. All he had was his silence, and the hope that Audrey—his Audrey—might still see him.

Judge Rose leaned forward slightly, lacing her fingers. "Tell me about your husband's temperament. Has he exhibited behaviors at home that you consider concerning?"

Audrey took a long breath before answering. "Brad is...passionate. He's thoughtful and detail-oriented. Sometimes he gets frustrated, but he's never been cruel or violent. He gets overwhelmed. He needs more structure and maybe more support."

"More structure," the judge repeated, as if tasting the phrase. "Would you say he struggles with authority?"

There was a pause. Brad didn't know how to fill those empty seconds. His eyes watered. He quickly blinked away the tears that threatened to form. He bit down on the bit in his mouth; the rubber stretched as his teeth dug down. If his jaw started to hurt, he didn't even notice, not while he focused on these women, and what they were saying.

"He struggles when he feels disrespected," Audrey said. "Brad doesn't respond well to being dismissed. He wants to feel useful."

Judge Rose nodded. "Is it your opinion that his desire to be 'useful' conflicts with the expectations placed upon him in your household?"

Audrey shifted slightly in her seat. Her hands were folded neatly on her lap. "Sometimes," she admitted. "He wants to contribute more, to have more say. I understand that. But the world has changed. And I think he struggles to accept that change."

Brad felt the words cut, even if they were softened by affection. His mind roared in protest, but his face remained still. This was Audrey, trying to balance her love for him with her belief in a society that demanded his obedience.

"And do you agree with those changes?" Judge Rose asked, leaning into the tension of the moment.

Audrey hesitated. "I believe in a particular kind of balance between women and men," she said. "I believe in safety. I believe that men—my husband included—sometimes need guidance. They weren't raised in a world that taught them to collaborate. They were taught to lead, often without question."

The judge arched an eyebrow. "And is Brad someone who struggles with collaboration?"

"Only when he feels powerless," Audrey replied.

"Do you think he was right to leave the house without informing you, especially after prior warnings?"

"No," Audrey said quietly. "That wasn't okay."

"And what about his altercation with your sister? Did he speak to her in a way that was disrespectful, combative, or inappropriate?"

Audrey pursed her lips. "He was frustrated. He felt violated. I don't condone how he spoke to her, but I understand why he felt the way he did." She smirked. "If he had been smart enough to come home when I called him, he and I would have had a very severe conversation about his future comportment."

Cold rushed across his cheeks as he contemplated those benign sounding terms: future comportment. Then again, he would have traded anything for the chance to go home with his wife right then and there.

Judge Rose tilted her head. "Do you believe, Mrs. Moore, that your husband poses a risk to the structure of your household?"

Brad could see her flinch, if only for a second. Then Audrey straightened.

"I believe he needs help," she said. "I don't think he's dangerous. But I think he's confused and scared."

"Scared of you?"

Audrey blinked. "I think he's scared of being irrelevant and unheard. I think he's scared of a world he doesn't really understand anymore. I also think that he has the potential to learn."

"And yet," the judge said, steepling her fingers, "you agree that our society has reached a point where structure must be enforced—for everyone's well-being."

Audrey nodded. "Yes. I do." She made it sound easy and obvious. Clearly, she didn't have any problem with the new regime or the latest regulations.

The courtroom was silent. Every breath seemed to echo off the walls. Brad could feel his heartbeat in his ears.

Judge Tabitha Rose seemed to consider the woman before her for several long seconds, like she wasn't exactly sure what to do with this new information. "Then how do you propose we proceed with someone like your husband—someone who refuses to abide by simple expectations of conduct?" Judge Rose's voice was neither cruel nor compassionate. It was clinical.

Audrey looked at Brad again, her eyes softening.

"I think he needs time," she said. "I also believe he needs guidance. Not punishment for the sake of humiliation. I want to help him. But I need support." She swallowed nervously. "I would like judicial support."

Judge Rose tapped her pen against the bench. "Support in the form of greater household authority?"

"Yes."

"Would you be willing to be his primary supervisor, should the court impose such a measure?" the judge asked.

Audrey looked away. Then back at Brad. "Yes. I would."

The judge regarded her for a long moment. Then she nodded slowly.

"Thank you, Mrs. Moore. Your testimony has been...illuminating."

"Your Honor?" Audrey asked after she started to stand.

"Yes?"

"I love my husband, but I understand that he needs more discipline. Maybe my little sister is right, and I have been too lenient with him. If you give me the chance, I will thoroughly domesticate him. I will make sure that he is tamed and fit for society."

The judge nodded; her expression still remained neutral, but Brad had to believe he saw something sparkle along the curves of her eyes.

Audrey walked by him, but her husband still remained silent. These women weren't done with him, not yet.

"Audrey Moore, I believe that you have your husband's best interests in mind. Additionally, I am confident that, as his wife, you will give him the attention he deserves."

"Thank you, Your Honor," Audrey had replied. From there, she had gotten up, walked over to her husband, and attached the leash. After that, the bailiff unlocked his cuffs, and suddenly he was free to stand. As he rose to his feet, his wife leaned down, and she whispered, "More confusion. Tonight, I'm going to make things clear for you."

She had taken him home, so now he found himself back on his knees. Of course, he had wanted to reach up for the muzzle to remove it. There was just one problem. The bailiff may have freed his legs from the shackles on the floor, yet he still wore the other cuffs around his wrists, which meant his hands remained locked behind his back.

Once their bedroom door closed, he lifted his head, and he looked right into her eyes.

This was the woman who had vowed to love him and be with him. She had promised her fidelity and loyalty, just as he had given his word that he would always be there to take care of her. At that moment, however, she didn't reach up for the muzzle. They were alone. Even Lily couldn't see them now.

"No," she said. "Brad, you’re not going to get your speaking privileges back until I have been convinced that you have really learned your place. So I am going to let you out of your cuffs, but first I'm going to ask you some questions, and you're going to answer by nodding or shaking your head. Understand?"

The literal instructions were easy enough. Then again, he didn't really understand exactly how she could address him like this. Once they left the judicial center, that exultant excitement had rushed through his body. He had understood that she had needed to leash him in front of those other women because that was how the judge expected her to behave. In fact, that was what pretty much every spectator needed to see her do. If she had given him too much freedom, then maybe the officials here would have decided that Audrey really wasn't capable of handling her husband, so he would need to stay there (or worse, get sent to one of the reeducation centers).

Reluctantly, he nodded his head.

"Do you understand that, in this house, I'm in charge?"

His brows tightened. He didn't understand. He shook his head without thinking, so she grabbed him by his leash, yanked hard, and instantly pulled him off balance. He stumbled forward, only to hit the edge of the bed.

As he started to stand, she dropped one hand to the back of his neck. "Don't get up," she said.

The muzzle still covered his face. He still couldn't talk!

"I love you, but I want to make sure that you are thoroughly domesticated. I didn't lie under oath. As far as I'm concerned, I own you. I am your wife, and you know how society works now. You know how things are. I'm in charge because I'm a woman, and that makes me your superior."

His superior…

No!

Despite everything, he truly wanted to believe that he could resist.

Only then, she leaned down and whispered one word. "Stay."

She stepped away, the door opened and shut, and he could have theoretically moved. He didn't. Something about her voice had compelled to remain still.

When she returned, he turned his head just a tiny bit. He didn't know if that counted as disobedience or not. Over the next few seconds, he tried to tell himself that he didn't care. Only then, he experienced a different rush of fear as she held up what she had just retrieved.

He saw the smooth curves, the length, the silver prongs, and then the blue electricity when she hit the button.

That woman was holding a shock baton!

"This is ongoing to train you, Brad."

He whimpered! There were those desperate little sounds vibrating at the base of his throat even as he tried to call out, but the muzzle didn't allow him to speak.

In the next instant, he tried to believe that she wouldn't really do it.

As that idea started to come into focus, she had the baton lifted up, aimed for the side of his neck, and she hit the button. It all happened so fast! He couldn't process this, nor could he prepare himself. The energy surged through his body, his muscles tightened, and he cried out into his muzzle. He tried to shout, to scream, to get her to stop. He tried to do anything to make the pain go away!

She could hardly hear those desperate little noises he made. Most of those sounds got absorbed by the muzzle.

Then she pulled it back, and she grabbed him by his hair. She looked into his eyes. "You believe me now?"

He nodded fast.

"Stand," she ordered.

He obeyed, and then she unzipped his jumpsuit. Yes, he was still wearing it after his time at the judicial Center. She pulled the outfit off of him, stripping him. Then she looked up, took the key, and she looked into his eyes. "Turn around."

She uncuffed him, and he slid his arms free from those sleeves. Next, she cuffed him again! He heard those clicks, and he didn't want to believe it or accept it, but it was too late. This woman knew what she was doing.

"I'm sorry I was so generous with you before," she said as she dropped her hand between his legs and started to stroke his cock.

Still muzzled, he couldn't answer. Those eager little vibrations thrummed at the base of his throat. Torn between pleasure and pain, he didn't know how to react. He couldn't think clearly, like none of those details would coalesce into something comprehensible for him.

Then again, that was the point. As a woman, she understood how things worked. As a man, he simply needed to defer to her authority.

Once he was naked, she shoved him down. He landed hard, but she wasn't finished with him. His hands were cuffed behind his back, she spread his legs, and then she showed him the chain now attached to the right bedpost. There was another one on the left side, just behind the mattress.

"Don't fight me," she ordered.

He didn't.

She restrained him. Muzzled, naked, collared and helpless, he was also hard too, all because she had touched him. And now she climbed up onto the mattress, and she was kneeling over him. She brushed her fingers along his body, and she nodded to herself. "I'm going to fuck you, Bradley. I'm going to enjoy myself with you. And while I do, I want you to understand that you're not allowed to speak. From now on, I'm going to muzzle you whenever I feel like it. If I have decided that you don't get to talk, then I will just take away your speaking privileges. Understand?"

He nodded fast.

After that snap of electricity from his wife, he knew better than to contradict her. He wasn't going to deny her anything! He couldn't!

The new realities of their relationship crashed down into him, even as she grabbed his cock and stroked him again. Her fingers moved up and down along his length as she teased him. Despite the fear pounding through every muscle and along every inch of his flesh, he understood the truth.

He had learned so much in the courtroom, but this was different. It was intimate, soft, and he was alone with the woman he loved most of all. Now he couldn't speak, but it meant so much more.

She lifted her skirt, pulled down her panties, and grinned at him.

She grabbed his shaft again, and she positioned herself right above him. She lowered herself down, taking her time. First, she just used the tip of his manhood. She rubbed his member along her opening, once, twice, three and four times as she closed her eyes and lifted her head. At the same time, she spoke, reminding him again and again of his new status. "Outside of this house, you are nothing but chattel. Inside this house, you are my slave. You're my husband, and that makes you my property. This is my house, and you are another item for me to own. Understand?"

Brad tried to call out, "Yes!" It felt so good to be touched like this. Simultaneously, he had no choice but to recognize the full force of her authority. Like the other men all around the nation, Brad had absorbed those new lessons, but now he watched as his wife put them into effect right here. His home and the space between these walls would no longer exist as a refuge. Out in public, he would be a servant and a slave to his wife. At home, he'd experience those exact same truths.

As the heat pumped through her body, she claimed him. With her legs spread wide, she took his cock, lowering herself down and enveloping the curves of his manhood. His girth was trapped along her opening. She lowered herself down until she had him completely, and she looked into his eyes. She stared down at him. "You are mine," she told him.

Her muzzled husband quickly jerked his head down and up. He surrendered, breathing fast as she started to slide up and down.

She took her time, exciting him. She savored the heat, girth, and firm solidity of his shaft. He became her toy and her plaything. Even after this was done, it wouldn't matter! She fucked her husband into subservience! She showed him how he was and how everything would work from now on! This was his life and his future! He wouldn't be able to escape any of it!

Even as he understood all of this, she grinned and laughed. She called out, "You belong to me! My leash, you are mine! You are my property, and I’m keeping you just like this!" She howled out those words. She was free to speak; every declaration became the foundation of his new existence as she rode him, moving up and down with those frantic motions as she claimed him.

Unable to speak, he had no choice but to acquiesce. He yielded to her power.

"Come for me right now," she ordered, practically barking out the syllables. "Right now!" Audrey repeated.

His shaft started to pulsate. He could feel that dropping ecstasy as it flared across his skin. Arching his back, he jerked up into her. Bound and helpless, he yielded. She owned him, so she owned pleasure.

And then it was done, and she bowed her head forward. She was looking down at him. She stroked his face with the back of her hand. "I'm going to leave that muzzle on just for a little while," she promised. "I really want to make sure that this lesson sinks in."

Like a good and obedient husband, he nodded quickly. This muzzled boy had learned his lesson, and he wasn't going to argue. He couldn't, not any more.

The End


Connect with Me

My name is Anna Ritter; thank you for reading my story. I love books about erotic power play, and I’m eager to connect with my readers and talk about our favorite fantasies. You can email me here at ARitter664@gmail.com. Feel free to ask questions or send me ideas for future stories. I’m also available for commissions.

My favorite games:

Female supremacy is my favorite fantasy. I love stories and novels about entire societies where women have seized control. Men are reduced to the status of chattel, slaves, and toys for their female superiors. In these storylines, men can fight, but they’re destined to lose. Sometimes women have taken control based on magic or technology. In other stories, women are just smarter and work to outmaneuver the boys who foolishly thought they were in charge.

Dominant women make up many of the characters in my stories. These tales focus on wives, girlfriends, and other female rivals who take power in specific microcosms. Here, the women are still very much in charge, but their control is limited to a single man. He’ll still be enslaved, but the rest of the world remains largely the same.

Chastity training is intense. Boys are obsessed with their libidos, so there’s something magically enticing about locking a man up and reducing him to a pathetic, kneeling slave ready to obey every command. Sometimes these males need to be tricked. Maybe they need to be blackmailed or even kidnapped and forced into a chastity cage. One way or another, they’ll give in. Holding his key is one of the most delectable pleasures I can imagine.

Cuckolding is another incredible fetish. Since I am interested in how men can lose control, I’m fascinated by the idea of a wife or girlfriend who’s decided that her man just isn’t good enough. Yes, she still cares about him and wants to keep him around, but he will be a slave, forced to watch his girl with another man—if he’s lucky. This kind of the trail is one of those ultimate expressions of power and control.

Bondage can be psychological, but I tend to prefer the literal restraints. The notion of having a man strapped down, his arms and legs spread, his naked body on display is powerfully erotic. I love knowing his girlfriend or wife can touch him and tease him, forcing him to beg and plead. His dignity drains away as he succumbs to that overwhelming desperation.

Spanking is an amazingly simple punishment. Take a man, put him across your lap, and spank him. Make him cry out. Pain might be one of the oldest incentives, but it works beautifully. When a man whimpers, he understands what he’s lost.

Humiliation is one of those tools men seldom acknowledge. They want to believe they’re capable of dealing with any slight or insult, only this isn’t true. So many men are incredibly fragile. They tell themselves that they’re powerful, but they still worry about what the women nearby might think. Getting collared, leashed, and crawling before a woman is an incredibly humiliating experience. It strips him of his identity now that the world can see who he really is.

These are just a few of my favorite fetishes. If a game involves taking or losing control, I’ll probably love it. So please, if you have any fantasies or ideas you would like to share, feel free to email me: ARitter664@gmail.com.

Commissions:

Do you have a fantasy you just have to explore? If you’re interested in hiring me for a commission, you can get started by sending me an email.
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