
    
      The room was dense with the heat and smell of multiple bodies. There was barely more light in this space than there was in the last, and Christopher couldn’t quite meet anyone else’s gaze as they watched him mill about for a moment. 
    

    
      Once the excitement of the doors opening died down, the eyes went back to wandering listlessly around the room. Nobody spoke, likely due to the first of the directives that showed against the far wall.
    

    
      “No Talking”
    

    
      “No Sitting”
    

    
      “No Running”
    

    
      “No Escape”
    

    
      That last one filled Christopher with no small amount of trepidation. As if the events of the last ten minutes hadn’t made that point perfectly clear. He tried to remind himself that he was perfectly safe. The contracts protected him just as much as they constrained him, but this place was already having an effect on his sense of well-being. He knew that was the point of all this. He tried to put it out of his mind. 
    

    
      Someone nearby began to sob, and soon the misery and fear began to spread from there. A few people tried to speak, and were quickly silenced with a choking gurgle. Christopher was in no hurry to find out what caused that little reaction, but he immediately suspected that his new collar would do the same to him if he tried to speak up.
    

    
      Time passed slowly for Christopher. Within minutes he realized that there was a rhythm to the small emotional outbursts within the confined space. Somebody would lose their nerve, the rest of the room would react for a moment, the most vocal of those reactionaries would be silenced by their collars, and the room would digress back into an uneasy quiet. There were, of course, no clocks or windows by which to measure the passage of time. Internally, Christopher was deeply conflicted. Wasn’t this exactly what he wanted? To be treated as chattel and denied basic human dignity? 
    

    
      He had thought so. In his deepest, darkest fantasies he was treated far worse than this. Those fantasies felt so far away from him now, part of another life. The reality that replaced them was so much more frightening. 
    

    
      Moments later, a buzzer sounded, getting everyone’s attention. A sign on the wall lit up bright green, with the word “walk” in at least five different languages written there. The mass of people surrounding Christopher began to mill about aimlessly and wordlessly. A light tingle at his neck compelled him to follow suit. The activity afforded him the chance to witness a new batch of people who shared his fate. 
    

    
      There were at least thirty people in the room with him. All new students? Christopher had no way of finding out. There was a healthy mix of men and women of varying heights and descriptions. A particularly tall, muscular woman with darker skin and light brown hair caught his attention. Whereas many others in the room carried some mix of fear or resignation, this woman simply looked resolved, ready to take on and overcome any challenge thrown her way. The collar looked out of place against her proud bearing and imposing stature. Their eyes met for only an instant before Christopher averted his gaze and continued walking.
    

    
      The buzzer returned a few minutes later. The sign on the wall clicked over to red, the word “stop” predictably emblazoned across its face. Everyone, Christopher included, halted where they were. The door at the back of the room squealed open again, admitting one more to join the number of the damned. Despite the suggested potential of freedom beyond that entryway, not a single soul within the room moved a muscle as the new student, a meek-looking blonde girl, tentatively entered. Her eyes scanned the space and its inhabitants, clearly nervous about what she saw there. 
    

    
      As the doors screeched shut again, the girl’s eyes met his. Christopher wondered for a moment how he must have looked to this new entrant. Could she see how much power and leverage he wielded outside of this cellar? How beautiful his penthouse apartment was, or the horse-power of his new car? Her furtive glance quickly shifted to someone else, and Christopher got his answer. Of course not. Here he was just another nervous face in a crowd of nervous faces. 
    

    
      This process repeated at least eight more times. Walk, stop, new person. Walk, stop, new person. After the third repetition, Christopher was simultaneously bored of it but also excited every time the green light shone. It was some kind of measure of time, at least. Something to do. Something to look at.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hours passed in this fashion, or at least Christopher was pretty sure they were hours. Time has a way of becoming muddy and inconsistent when all you do is either walk or stand in silence. At a certain point he noticed that he had to pee, but now even that sensation had become a dull thing living at the back of his mind. 
    

    
      The alarm sounded again, much louder this time. Christopher would have covered his ears, if his wrists weren’t still very insistent on staying attached to his belt. The klaxon ebbed and he walked as the sign directed, half-pushed by the walking of whoever was behind him. The klaxon rang again and the door opened. Except, it was a different door. The one on the opposite side of the room from where he and everyone else had entered. 
    

    
      A man from beyond the door started yelling. The language was foreign to Christopher’s ears, but the intention was clear as a bell. Time to move. 
    

    
      Someone in the room tried to talk back, but didn’t get very far in their conversation before they were cut off with a choked whimper of pain. Another firm voice, this one clearly feminine, speaking a language that Christopher identified as either French or Spanish, joined the first. It also encouraged haste, and those closest to the door obeyed. The room’s human contents began to empty into another dank hallway, this one far better lit, but no prettier for it. 
    

    
      As Christopher was herded, he finally heard a voice speaking English. A robust feminine voice with a strong Irish lilt. “C’mon now, you slugs! Let’s get moving. You haven’t even been here a day and you’re already wasting our time!” 
    

    
      Christopher searched for the source of the voice and found her quickly. She was tall and lean, the sort of girl he might have thought of as a “bean pole” were she not brandishing a riding crop with a malicious glee. She had tawny blonde hair and piercing green eyes, and wore a crisp looking uniform. 
    

    
      “What’re you looking at, you worm?” She shouted. Christopher averted his eyes, not even certain if she was talking to him. Better safe than sorry.
    

    
      Soon it was his turn to join the roiling mass as it congealed into the hallway. In the turmoil, he was struck twice, once on the back of the leg and again on the buttock. The strokes were not in any way painful, but they spurred him onward nonetheless. The horde was driven up a steep flight of stairs, each almost too narrow to mount comfortably. Through another door and down a more modern-looking hallway, then through a final set of doors. Along the entire stretch, there were loud, demanding voices from over a dozen people, either staff or students, urging them forward and telling them which way to go.
    

    
      Christopher and the throng were ushered out onto a hollow-sounding wooden landing. The room was dark, but he could hear a murmuring of voices in the middle distance. Was this a-
    

    
      The thought was ripped from him as quickly as it was confirmed. The house lights rose in a flash, blinding the mass of people on stage. Christopher tried to shield his eyes with his hands, but of course they were still not his to use. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “Ladies and Gentlemen,” a loud masculine voice from somewhere to stage right proclaimed. “I present to you this year’s new crop of submissive enrollees!” 
    

    
      Christopher wanted to get a better look at his surroundings. His eyes had other ideas. After spending so long in the dark, they utterly refused to adjust properly. He saw nothing of value through the squinting, but his ears still worked okay. And what they heard chilled him. Sporadic applause from unseen observers beyond the shining lights. How many there were, he could not know. Their intent for him, though, felt plain. 
    

    
      "Your future servants and slaves, pets and playthings."
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