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CONTENT WARNING

This novel contains graphic depictions of psychological manipulation by a licensed professional operating under the guise of therapeutic care. Content includes, but is not limited to: cult indoctrination and its aftermath, clinical gaslighting, systematic brainwashing, coercive control, extreme isolation, sensory deprivation, emotional and psychological abuse disguised as treatment, master/submissive power dynamics, praise and worship kink, a morally irredeemable male lead with a documented God complex, and the deliberate weaponization of trauma bonding.

Nothing inside these pages is safe. Nothing is consensual in as you need it to be. The man in the white room does not want to fix her.

He wants to replace everything she ever believed in.

If you need your monsters to apologize, close this book now.

You have been warned.

"You don't have to kill a god to destroy a religion. You just have to wear his face and speak softer."

— Vada Cross
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The Blank Slate

She counted the ceiling tiles.

Most people in crisis stared at the floor. Shut their eyes. Curled inward like damaged organisms retreating into whatever soft tissue remained. But this one—this pale, trembling thing the family had dragged through his front doors forty seconds ago—she looked up. Mapped the grid above her head with the systematic focus of someone who had spent years searching for heaven in the structure of a room.

Vane pressed two fingers against the observation glass and watched.

The aunt was crying. Performative, messy grief—the kind that demanded witnesses. She clutched at the girl's arm and spoke in that breathless staccato of women who believed volume was a synonym for love. The uncle stood three paces behind, arms crossed, jaw locked. Military posture. He was the one writing the check. He didn't want to save a niece. He wanted to solve a problem.

Neither of them mattered.

Vane's focus stayed on the girl.

Twenty-three. Five foot four, maybe five foot five without the slight hunch she carried between her shoulder blades—a permanent apology stamped into her skeletal structure. Her dress fell past her ankles. Long sleeves despite the June heat. Cotton so thin he could see the ridge of her collarbone from fifteen feet away through tempered glass. No jewelry. No makeup. Her hair, dark and unwashed, hung in a single braid that someone else's hands had clearly woven. She hadn't chosen that braid. She didn't choose anything. That much was obvious from the doorway.

He pulled a pen from his shirt pocket. Uncapped it. Wrote nothing.

The aunt guided her toward the intake chair—a clean, white, ergonomic piece he'd selected specifically for its lack of warmth. No cushion. No armrests. Nothing to grip. The girl sat when told to sit. Folded her hands in her lap, fingers interlaced, thumbs pressed together in a gesture so deeply rehearsed it had become involuntary.

Prayer hands. Resting state.

Vane's mouth didn't move, but something behind his sternum shifted. A recognition. Not emotional—operational. The click of a key sliding into a lock it was designed for.

He'd worked with fourteen cult survivors in the last six years. Twelve had been terrified, combative, or catatonic. Angry people who had already started clawing their way back to autonomy before they ever reached his facility. Those were the difficult ones. Not because they were broken, but because they'd already begun healing, and healing made them unpredictable.

Two had been like this girl.

Perfectly, catastrophically compliant.

She sat in the white chair and waited for someone to tell her what to do next. Her eyes moved to the aunt. To the uncle. To the intake coordinator standing by the door with a clipboard. She scanned every face in the room with the desperate, rapid focus of a dog searching for its owner in a crowd.

She was looking for her handler.

Vane capped his pen.

The aunt leaned close, tucking a strand of hair behind the girl's ear. The girl flinched—Loss of sensory autonomy, Vane noted—then allowed it. Allowed. Not welcomed. She permitted the touch like a prisoner permits a guard's hand on their shoulder. With the passive stillness of someone who had learned, at the cellular level, that resistance carried a cost she could not afford to pay.

He opened her file again, though he'd already memorized it. Mercy. No surname on record with any government agency. Born inside the compound. Homeschooled—if "school" was even the right word for what those places offered. No driver's license, no social security number until the aunt had filed for one three weeks ago. No medical records beyond a single childhood vaccination administered during a county health inspection that the cult leader had been unable to block.

She had never ordered food from a menu. Never chosen her own clothing. Never been alone in a room without permission.

Twenty-three years of perfect obedience, and someone had ripped the leash off and expected her to run.

Vane set the file down.

Through the glass, the intake coordinator was explaining the program. Standard language. Structured therapeutic environment. Gradual reintegration. Cognitive behavioral framework. The words bounced off Mercy like rain off marble. She wasn't listening to the content. She was listening to the tone. Measuring the authority in the woman's voice, testing it against the only metric she understood: Is this person above me?

The coordinator didn't pass. Too gentle. Too democratic. She spoke to Mercy the way therapists were trained to speak to trauma survivors—soft, horizontal, egalitarian.

Mercy didn't need egalitarian. She needed vertical. A clear hierarchy. A voice from above.

Vane watched her fingers tighten in her lap. Watched the slight rock forward in the chair—a self-soothing system common in institutionalized populations. She was dysregulating. The modern world with its infinite choices and its aggressive, formless freedom was pressing against her chest like deep water.

She was drowning in liberty.

And she would keep drowning until someone offered her a structure rigid enough to replace the one she'd lost.

The family had hired him to deprogram her. To peel back the layers of indoctrination, dismantle the cult's architecture inside her mind, and release her into the wild as a free, autonomous, mentally healthy young woman.

That was the contract.

Vane turned away from the glass.

His office was sparse by design. A single desk. Two chairs—his taller by three inches, an asymmetry no client had ever consciously noticed but every client had unconsciously responded to. The walls were white. The floor was white. The overhead lighting was set to 4000 Kelvin—bright enough to eliminate shadows, clinical enough to make organic matter feel like it didn't belong. The room smelled of nothing—aggressively, deliberately nothing. No wood polish, no carpet fiber, no trace of coffee or cologne or the biological fact of human habitation. The ventilation system scrubbed the air so thoroughly that breathing felt like inhaling absence. People who entered his office felt, without understanding why, that they were inside a machine.

He liked that.

On his desk sat a leather notebook. Black. Unlined. He opened it to the first blank page and wrote a single word at the top.

Mercy.

Below it, he began his preliminary design.

Subject presents with complete ego dissolution secondary to prolonged institutional conditioning. Identity structures absent. Decision-making capacity atrophied to near-zero. Attachment schema: anxious-dependent, oriented exclusively toward hierarchical authority figures. Core driver: fear of autonomy. Core need: absolute external governance.

He paused. Read it back.

Core need: absolute external governance.

The aunt wanted him to teach this girl independence. To hand her a toolbox of coping systems and boundary-setting exercises and send her blinking into the Colorado sun like a rehabilitated animal released from captivity.

It wouldn't work. Vane knew this with the same certainty he knew the coefficient of friction on the polished floors he'd chosen for this facility. You could not take a mind that had been shaped—from birth, from the first synapse—to worship, and simply tell it to stop. The conditioned pathways were too deep. The grooves too worn. You could pour concrete over a river, but the water would find its way through. It always found its way through.

Mercy would worship something. Someone. The human brain she carried inside that fragile skull demanded it. If he removed the cult's god and offered nothing in return, she would spiral. Attach to a stranger. A substance. A new ideology. She'd find the nearest authority figure and kneel, because kneeling was the only posture her nervous system recognized as safe.

The question was never whether she would worship again.

The question was who.

Vane closed the notebook. Pressed his palm flat against the leather cover.

The ethical thing—the thing his licensure and his training and every peer-reviewed paper on cult recovery demanded—was to gradually wean her off the need for worship entirely. Rebuild her sense of self from the foundation up. Install autonomy where blind obedience had lived.

It would take years. It might fail. And even if it succeeded, she would spend the rest of her life fighting the pull. A recovering addict sitting across from the substance that still made her hands shake.

He could do that. He had the skill, the facility, the isolation.

Or.

Vane stood. Straightened his collar. Checked his reflection in the dark surface of his phone—not out of vanity, but verification. Clean jaw. Steady gaze. The face of a man who had never raised his voice because he had never needed to.

He walked toward the door. Toward the intake room. Toward the trembling girl in the white chair who was, at this exact moment, searching every face in the room for someone worthy of her devotion.

She wouldn't find one.

Not until he opened that door.

He gripped the handle. Cold steel against dry skin.

The family had paid him two hundred thousand dollars to dismantle a god.

They hadn't specified what he should build in its place.
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The White Room

Silence had a texture here.

Mercy pressed her palms flat against the mattress and tried to identify the fabric. Cotton. High thread count. Bleached so aggressively it smelled like the absence of something rather than the presence of anything. She ran her thumb across the pillowcase. Smooth. Sterile. A bed made by someone who had never slept in it—hospital corners so sharp they could cut skin.

She hadn't been told whether she was allowed to sit on it.

Back at the compound, beds were earned. You slept on the floor until Elder Gideon decided your devotion had reached a threshold worthy of comfort. Mercy had earned her cot at fourteen after three days of fasting prayer in the root cellar. The memory of that cot—narrow, lumpy, smelling of cedar and kerosene—felt more real than this white rectangle beneath her.

She stood. Moved to the center of the room.

White walls. White ceiling. White floor—some kind of poured resin that reflected the overhead lights in a way that made shadows impossible. No window. A single door, also white, with a brushed steel handle and no visible lock from the inside. A desk against the far wall. Empty. A chair tucked beneath it. Also white. The only sound was a low electrical hum—the overhead panels vibrating at a frequency just below perception, a tone her teeth registered before her ears did.

Her throat tightened.

At the compound, every room had purpose written into its bones. The kitchen smelled of lye soap and bread dough. The prayer hall carried the permanent haze of pine incense. Even the punishment room—the concrete cell beneath the barn where Gideon sent the disobedient—had character. Mold creeping along the grout lines. A rusted drain in the center of the floor. You knew what that room wanted from you the moment you entered it.

This room wanted nothing.

And that absence was worse than any demand she'd ever faced.

Mercy lowered herself to the floor. Knees first, then shins, hands folded in her lap. The position was automatic. A body trained over twenty-three years of morning prayers and evening confessions and the long, kneeling hours between them when she'd wait outside Gideon's study for instruction. Her spine straightened. Chin dropped. Eyes fixed on a point six inches in front of her knees.

Waiting.

The resin floor was cold through the thin cotton of her dress. She registered the sensation as she registered hunger or thirst—a fact about her body that belonged to someone else to address. Comfort was not her jurisdiction. Comfort was dispensed by authority, withheld as correction, and restored as reward.

Minutes passed. Or what she assumed were minutes. No clock on the wall. No window to track the sun.

She'd been here since—when? The aunt had brought her in a car that smelled of synthetic lavender and leather. The uncle had driven too fast, checking his mirrors every thirty seconds like he expected the compound's elders to chase them down the mountain in their rusted pickup trucks. Nobody spoke for the last hour of the drive. The aunt had cried silently, dabbing her eyes with a tissue she kept balled in her fist. The uncle's knuckles stayed white on the steering wheel.

They were afraid of her.

Not of what she might do. Of what she was. A living artifact from a world they'd spent fifteen years pretending didn't exist. Aunt Catherine had been her mother's sister—the one who'd left before Mercy was born, the one whose name was spoken at the compound only as a cautionary tale about the corruption of the flesh. Catherine had spent over a decade trying to get authorities to investigate the compound. By the time she succeeded, Mercy's mother was already buried in the small plot behind the prayer hall, and Mercy herself was twenty-three years old with no birth certificate and a vocabulary built almost entirely from scripture.

The door opened.

No knock. No warning. Just the oiled whisper of hinges engineered to move without sound.

Mercy's hands tightened in her lap, but she didn't look up. You never looked up until you were told.

Footsteps. Measured. Unhurried. The sound of hard-soled shoes on the resin floor—precise intervals, each step identical in weight and duration. Not the heavy, uneven gait of Uncle Richard. Not the frantic clicking of Aunt Catherine's heels. Someone who moved like they had calculated the exact number of steps required to cross the room and refused to waste a single one.

The footsteps stopped four feet in front of her.

She could see his shoes. Black. Leather. Clean in a way that suggested not just care but obsession—no scuff marks, no dust, no evidence they had ever touched anything as vulgar as dirt.

"You're kneeling."

His voice landed on her skin like cold water. Low. Controlled. Not loud—volume was unnecessary when every consonant carried that much precision. It was the voice of a man who had never repeated himself, because the first time he spoke, every word arrived exactly where he intended it to land.

Mercy's fingers pressed harder against each other.

"That's a position of submission in your former community. Correct?"

Former. The word sliced through the air between them. Not "your community." Not "where you came from." Former. Past tense. Already dead and buried in the grammar of his sentence before she'd even answered.

"Yes." Her voice came out hoarse. A whisper built for confessionals and murmured prayer, not conversation. She hadn't spoken to anyone outside the compound in—ever. She had never spoken to anyone outside the compound.

"Look at me, Mercy."

An instruction. Not a request. The syntax was familiar—imperative mood, no conditional softening, no "would you like to" or "when you're ready." A direct command from a voice positioned above her.

Her nervous system responded before her conscious mind had time to evaluate. Chin lifted. Eyes raised.

He stood with his hands at his sides. Tall—six foot two, maybe three. Lean in a way that suggested discipline rather than deprivation. Dark hair cut close, not a strand displaced. A white button-down shirt tucked into charcoal trousers, both pressed so severely the fabric appeared to reject the concept of wrinkles. No tie. No jewelry. No ornamentation of any kind.

His face.

She'd expected something. Warmth, maybe. The performative kindness of the intake coordinator who'd smiled too wide and spoken too softly, her voice dripping with a sweetness that tasted manufactured. Or the grim professionalism of the uncle, all clenched jaw and avoidance.

Vane's face offered neither.

It was still. Perfectly, terrifyingly still. Brown eyes that didn't blink at the normal rate—she counted, an old habit from reading Gideon's moods—and a mouth set in a line so neutral it could have been carved from the same white resin as the floor. No smile. No frown. No micro-expression leaking through the mask.

He studied her as she imagined a surgeon studied an X-ray. With interest that had nothing to do with empathy.

"My name is Vane. I'll be overseeing your treatment."

Treatment. Another clinical word dropped into the space between them like a stone into still water. Not "recovery." Not "healing." Treatment—a word that implied she was a condition to be managed.

"You can stand."

She stood. Her knees ached from the resin floor, but she didn't rub them. Pain was not something you acknowledged in front of authority. Pain was a private weakness, and private weaknesses were confiscated upon discovery.

He hadn't moved. Hadn't shifted his weight, hadn't crossed his arms, hadn't adjusted his collar. Four feet of empty air between them, and he occupied his side of it with the absolute stillness of someone who understood that motion was a form of vulnerability. People who fidgeted were leaking. Vane didn't leak.

"Your aunt tells me you've been outside the compound for eleven days."

"Yes."

"How have you slept?"

She blinked. The question was too specific. Too mundane. She'd expected interrogation—about the compound, about Gideon, about the things that happened in the prayer hall after the children were sent to bed. Everyone wanted to know about those things. The aunt. The uncle. The woman from the government agency who'd come to the motel room with a clipboard and a recorder and eyes that kept darting to the bruises on Mercy's wrists like they were headlines.

Nobody had asked her about sleep.

"I don't." The words came out before she could weigh them for obedience. "I haven't."

"Since you left the compound?"

"Since before. Sleep was—" She stopped. Remeasured. At the compound, you didn't offer information beyond the scope of the question. Volunteering details was vanity. "Sleep was scheduled. Lights out at ten. Lights on at five. I don't know how to sleep without the lights."

He tilted his head. Two degrees. Maybe three. A gesture so controlled it felt automated, and yet something behind it shifted—a flicker of focus sharpening into a finer point.

"You need external regulation to initiate sleep."

It wasn't a question. He was translating her experience into a language she didn't speak, filing it into a system she couldn't see.

"I need to be told," she said. Quietly. Like admitting a sin.

His chin dipped. Barely perceptible. An acknowledgment. The kind of gesture a machine might make if you taught it to approximate human agreement.

"The facility operates on a structured schedule. Meals at seven, twelve, and six. Sessions with me at nine and three. Lights in your room are on a timer—off at ten, on at six. You won't need to decide."

The relief was so immediate, so physiological, that Mercy felt her shoulders drop three inches. Air moved through her chest for the first time since the aunt's car had pulled away from the compound. Structure. Rules. A grid laid over the chaos of hours that had, for the last eleven days, stretched and warped and refused to hold any shape at all.

He saw it. She knew he saw it because his stillness changed—not in any way she could name, but in like a predator's stillness changes when it identifies the frequency of its prey's heartbeat.

"Good." He said it like a period at the end of a sentence. Definitive. "I'll see you at nine tomorrow morning. The door is unlocked. You're free to move through the common areas—the hallway, the kitchen, the sitting room. Don't enter the east wing."

Don't. Not "please avoid" or "we'd prefer you didn't." An imperative. A boundary drawn with the clean authority of someone who expected obedience and had never been disappointed.

She nodded. Her hands were still clasped in front of her.

He turned. Walked toward the door with the same measured, measured gait. Stopped at the threshold.

"One more thing."

She held her breath.

"You don't need to kneel here." A pause. Precise. Timed to the millisecond. "Unless I ask you to."

The door closed behind him. Soundless.

Mercy stood in the center of the white room, in the white light, on the white floor, and felt the structure of her day click into place around her like the tumblers of a lock she'd been desperate to hear close.

Ten o'clock. Lights off.

She could survive until ten o'clock.

She sat on the bed—slowly, testing the permission he'd implied by not forbidding it—and pressed her hands against the bleached cotton. Stared at the door he'd walked through. Replayed the exact pitch of his voice, the precise intervals between his words, as he'd said don't like it was scripture written in granite.

Something old and deep and wired into the basement of her brain stirred.

She recognized it like a recovering addict recognizes the first hit of a substance they'd sworn off. Not with joy. Not with dread. With the terrible, biochemical certainty that the thing she needed most in the world had just walked into the room wearing a white shirt and speaking in commands.

She pulled her knees to her chest.

The clock she couldn't see was ticking toward nine a.m.
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Contraband

Vane closed the door to his office and stood motionless for four seconds.

A ritual. Not superstition—adjustment. Four seconds of stillness to let the clinical scaffolding resettle over whatever animal impulse the session had triggered. He did this after every first contact. The human brain was an irrational organ; even his required maintenance.

He sat. Opened the leather notebook.

Subject "Mercy." Session Zero. Observation period: 6 minutes.

Postural default: kneeling. Hands interlaced (prayer configuration). Eyes downcast until commanded otherwise. Complied with verbal directive ("Look at me") in under 0.8 seconds—response time consistent with deeply conditioned obedience loops. No hesitation. No negotiation. No visible resentment.

He paused. Considered the last word. Resentment was the first sign of autonomous recovery in cult survivors. The anger that said, I know what you did to me, and I refuse to cooperate with anyone who reminds me of you. Fourteen subjects. Twelve had shown resentment within the first seventy-two hours.

Mercy had shown none.

Autonomic stress response triggered by absence of external structure—visible relief upon receiving schedule parameters. Subject does not experience freedom as liberation. Subject experiences freedom as threat.

He underlined the last sentence. Twice.

Preliminary assessment: Subject presents with complete institutional dependency. Psychological infrastructure has been entirely outsourced to external authority since birth. Without a hierarchical framework, she will decompensate within weeks. Estimated timeline for full psychotic break without intervention: 30-45 days.

Recommended treatment: structured cognitive rehabilitation with gradual autonomy reintroduction over 12-18 months.

He stared at the paragraph. Read it once. Read it again.

Then he turned the page.

On the fresh white paper, he wrote a different heading.

Project Architecture.

Phase 1: Isolation. Remove all competing authority figures. Establish singular point of attachment.

Phase 2: Deconstruction. Dismantle cult doctrine systematically. Create ideological vacuum.

Phase 3: Installation. Fill vacuum with new authority framework. Single-source governance. Total dependency transfer from cult leader to—

He stopped writing. Placed the pen parallel to the notebook's spine. Looked at the wall.

The wall looked back. White. Empty. Reflecting nothing.

A knock broke the stillness. Three sharp raps—Aunt Catherine. She knocked like someone who expected doors to be answered immediately and took personal offense when they weren't.

Vane closed the notebook. Slid it into the top drawer. Locked the drawer. Pocketed the key.

"Come in."

Catherine entered in a cloud of perfume that smelled expensive and desperate. She'd been crying again—mascara gathered in the creases beneath her eyes, and her hands trembled around a crumpled tissue. Behind her, Richard stood in the doorway like a man who had already decided this conversation was a waste of his time but lacked the social permission to say so.

"How is she?" Catherine's voice cracked on the pronoun. "Can we see her? I want to—I just need to see that she's okay."

Vane gestured to the chair across from his desk. The shorter one.

Catherine sat. Richard remained standing. Power move. Vane filed it and ignored it.

"She's resting. The intake went well—better than expected, frankly. She responded positively to the facility's structure."

"Oh, thank God." Catherine pressed the tissue against her mouth. "Thank God. She barely spoke in the car. Eleven days at that motel, and she just—sat there. Staring at the wall. Wouldn't eat unless I told her to."

"That's consistent with her conditioning. She was raised in an environment of total obedience. Autonomy isn't something she lost—it's something she never developed."

Richard shifted his weight. "So what's the timeline? How long until she's—" He waved a hand vaguely. "Functional."

The word landed between them. Functional. Like she was a piece of equipment returned under warranty.

"Deprogramming isn't a linear process." Vane kept his voice level. Informational. The tone of a man delivering facts, not opinions. "The first phase is the most critical—and the most fragile. I need to establish trust. Build a therapeutic rapport strong enough to replace the authority structures she lost when she left the compound."

Catherine nodded eagerly. "Of course. Whatever she needs. We can visit every day, bring her things from—"

"No."

The word stopped her mid-sentence. Vane watched her face cycle through confusion, hurt, and the beginning of something combative before he continued.

"Visits will need to be suspended for the initial period."

"Suspended?" Richard took a step into the room. "We're paying you two hundred grand to help her, not to lock her up."

Vane didn't look at him. He kept his focus on Catherine, because Catherine was the one whose guilt he could leverage. Richard would need a different tool—data, financial logic, the implication that his investment was at risk. But Catherine ran on emotion, and emotion was the easiest current to redirect.

"Mercy's attachment system is catastrophically dysregulated," he said. Slow. Measured. Each word selected for maximum clinical weight. "She's been conditioned since birth to attach to a single authority figure and obey without question. Right now, she's experiencing something called 'attachment vacuum'—her primary bond has been severed, and her brain is frantically searching for a replacement."

Catherine's lip trembled. "But we're her family."

"You're strangers." He let the word sit. Didn't soften it. "You're biologically related, but she has no attachment history with you. No shared rituals, no trust foundation, no behavioral script for how to interact with you. Every time she sees you, her brain has to process an unfamiliar authority figure with an unclear position in her hierarchy. That's triggering."

"Triggering?" Catherine's voice rose. "I held her when she came out. I hugged her, I told her she was safe—"

"And her cortisol spiked." Vane opened a folder on his desk—the intake coordinator's preliminary biometric report. He didn't actually need it; the numbers were already memorized. But physical evidence had a rhetorical weight that verbal claims couldn't match. "Heart rate at one forty-two during your embrace. Elevated skin conductance. Rapid, shallow respiration. Classic hyperarousal."

Catherine stared at the folder. Her hand drifted toward it, then stopped.

"She wasn't comforted by your presence, Catherine. She was terrified by it. Not because of anything you did—because her brain can't categorize you. You don't fit into her existing framework. She doesn't have a box for 'loving aunt.' She has a box for 'authority' and a box for 'sinner,' and you don't belong in either one."

Silence. Richard's jaw worked, but no words came out.

"If you continue visiting during this phase, you'll reinforce the dysregulation. Every time she has to process your presence, it pulls cognitive resources away from the therapeutic work. She needs simplicity right now. One environment. One schedule." He paused. Let the silence do its work. "One point of contact."

Catherine looked at her hands. The tissue was shredded, white flakes scattered across her black pants like snow.

"For how long?"

"Until I determine she's stable enough to tolerate external stimuli without regression. I'll provide weekly updates by phone."

"Weekly?" Richard's voice hardened. "That's not—"

"I can send daily clinical summaries via email if you prefer." Vane's tone didn't shift. Didn't accommodate. "But they'll contain technical language. Most families find the weekly call more accessible."

A concession that wasn't a concession. He'd offered more communication while eliminating the one form that actually mattered—physical presence. Catherine would feel heard. Richard would feel informed. And both would be precisely where Vane needed them: outside the locked doors of this facility, their guilt and impatience managed at a safe, sterile distance.

Catherine turned to Richard. The look between them was brief, loaded, and concluded before it began. They'd already lost this negotiation. They just hadn't processed it yet.

"Okay." Catherine's voice was small. "Okay, we'll—we'll do what you think is best. You're the expert."

You're the expert.

Vane's expression didn't change. Internally, the structure shifted. A wall slid into place. A door locked. The blueprint progressed exactly as designed.

"I'll walk you out."

He stood. Guided them through the hallway—white walls, white floor, recessed lighting that hummed at a frequency just below conscious perception. The kind of sound you didn't hear but your body registered as institutional. Clinical. Controlled.

At the front entrance, Catherine turned. Her eyes were red and searching and desperate.

"Tell her we love her? Can you just—tell her that?"

"Of course."

He would not tell her.

Love was a competing signal. A rival frequency broadcasting on the channel he needed to own exclusively. Mercy's brain had room for one authority, one source of validation, one voice that determined whether she was good or sinful, worthy or damned. Catherine's love was noise. Interference. Static that would dilute the signal Vane intended to transmit at full, undistorted power.

He closed the front door. Engaged the electronic lock—a soft beep followed by the heavy click of steel bolts sliding into their housings. The sound echoed down the empty hallway and died against the white walls.

The facility was sealed.

Vane stood at the door for three seconds. Not four—he didn't need reset. This wasn't a session. This was logistics.

He walked back toward his office. Passed the observation room. Stopped.

Through the glass, Mercy sat on the edge of her bed. She'd taken her shoes off and placed them neatly beside the door—toes aligned with the wall, laces tucked inside. An act of order in an orderless room. Her braid hung over one shoulder, and she was pulling at its tail with slow, rhythmic strokes, like a child might pet a stuffed animal.

She was looking at the ceiling again. Counting the tiles.

Searching for structure in the grid. For pattern. For the bones of a system she could orient herself inside, like a compass needle searches for magnetic north—not because it chooses to, but because the physics of its construction leave it no alternative.

Vane pressed his palm flat against the glass.

Tomorrow at nine, she would sit in his office, in the shorter chair, and he would begin the most important work of his career. Not the dismantling—any competent therapist could tear down a cult's mythology with enough time and enough clinical distance. The dismantling was the easy part.

The construction was the art.

He pulled his hand from the glass. Examined the faint print his palm had left—five fingers, a fate line, a heart line. Evidence of contact that would evaporate in seconds, leaving the surface as pristine as if he'd never touched it at all.

His phone buzzed. An automated notification from the security system.

All external access points secured. Facility status: LOCKED.

He dismissed the notification. Down the hallway, behind the door he’d locked, something scraped against the white floor—the sound of a chair being pulled toward a desk by a woman who had nowhere else to sit.
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The Questionnaire

“Tell me about a typical day at the compound.”

His voice arrived before she’d finished settling into the chair—a chair that was wrong. Too soft. The cushion gave beneath her weight, letting her sink an inch below the level she expected, and the slight downward tilt forced her spine to work harder to maintain the posture she’d carried since childhood. Chin level. Shoulders back. The posture of a body trained to present itself for inspection.

Mercy sat in it because she'd been told to sit, but every nerve in her body registered the wrongness. Too soft. The cushion gave beneath her weight, letting her sink an inch below the level she expected, and the slight downward tilt of the seat forced her spine to work harder to maintain the posture she'd carried since childhood. Chin level. Shoulders back. The posture of a body trained to present itself for inspection.

Across from her, Vane occupied a chair that looked identical but wasn't. His seated eyeline was slightly higher than hers—an asymmetry so subtle it functioned entirely below the threshold of conscious awareness. She didn't know she was looking up at him. Her neck didn't know. But her nervous system knew, and it filed the information in the same neural drawer where it kept every experience of hierarchy she'd accumulated over twenty-three years.

He sat with a notebook open on his crossed knee. Pen in hand. Not writing yet—just holding it, as someone might hold a scalpel before the first incision. Waiting for the skin to be prepped.

"Tell me about a typical day at the compound."

His voice arrived without preamble. No "how are you feeling this morning" or "did you sleep well." No social lubricant. He spoke as Gideon spoke—with the expectation that the space between his words and her response would contain nothing but compliance.

Mercy's hands tightened on each other.

"We woke at five." She kept her voice flat. Informational. The tone she used in confession, when Gideon's elders sat behind the screen and she recited her sins with the monotone precision of someone reading a parts list. "Morning ablutions first. Cold water. Then we dressed—white for prayer days, gray for work days."

"Who decided which was which?"

"Elder Gideon. The schedule was posted on the kitchen wall every Sunday."

"And if you deviated from the schedule?"

Her jaw locked. An involuntary response—muscle memory tied to a question she'd been asked in a very different context, by very different men, for very different reasons. Deviation at the compound was not an abstract concept. Deviation was the root cellar. The silence fast. The penitent's kneel on raw concrete until your kneecaps screamed and you thanked God for the pain because pain meant you were being corrected, and correction meant you were loved.

"Punishment." The word exited her mouth like a stone dropped down a well. "Appropriate punishment."

"Define 'appropriate.'"

She looked at her hands. Her thumbnails were bitten to the quick—a habit she'd developed during the last year at the compound, when Gideon's moods had darkened and the punishments had migrated from corrective to something else. Something that didn't have a clean theological justification, no matter how many scripture verses the elders quoted.

"Fasting. Isolation. Extended prayer."

"Physical correction?"

A pause so dense she could hear the blood moving through her ears.

"Sometimes."

Vane wrote something in his notebook. A single line. She couldn't read it from her lower vantage point—another asymmetry she didn't consciously register but her body cataloged anyway. He had information she couldn't access. He was above her, literally and architecturally. The room, the chairs, the angle of his pen—all of it built to replicate a power structure her nervous system recognized as home.

"Tell me about mealtimes."

The shift was abrupt. Deliberate. He'd cracked the lid on her trauma, let a sliver of light enter the darkness, and then shut it before she could decide whether to crawl toward the opening or retreat. Classic interrogation pacing—she didn't know the term, but she knew the rhythm. Gideon had used it differently, with silences instead of questions, but the structure was the same. Control the tempo. Keep the subject responding to your rhythm, not generating their own.

"Meals were communal. Women prepared. Men served. We ate in order of spiritual rank."

"What was your rank?"

"Low." No hesitation. Shame was a sensation she'd been taught to swallow without chewing, and her throat performed the operation automatically. "Women were ranked by obedience and fertility. I was obedient, but—"

She stopped.

"But you weren't fertile?"

"I wasn't married. Unmarried women were—" She searched for the word the compound used. Found it. Wished she hadn't. "Incomplete."

Vane's pen stopped moving. His eyes stayed on her. Those brown eyes that didn't blink at human intervals—longer pauses between the lids' descent, as if he'd optimized even that involuntary function for maximum observational efficiency.

"Incomplete," he repeated. Not a question. A mirror.

Mercy's throat constricted. She'd heard the word a thousand times. It had been painted on the walls of the women's quarters in calligraphy that the wives maintained every spring, looping navy script on white plaster: She who remains unjoined remains incomplete in the eyes of the Lord. She'd slept beneath that sentence for twenty-three years. Its syntax had woven itself into her neural architecture so thoroughly that she couldn't think the word "unmarried" without the word "incomplete" arriving half a second later, like an echo chasing its source through a canyon.

"That framework doesn't apply here." Vane's voice cut through the echo. Precise. Surgical. "Your worth in this facility is not contingent on marital status, fertility, or spiritual rank. It's contingent on participation in the therapeutic process."

New rules. Her chest expanded.

"Do you understand?"

"Yes." Too fast. Eager. She heard the hunger in her own voice and hated it—the same raw, desperate need that used to climb into her throat when Gideon offered absolution after days of fasting punishment. The gratitude that tasted like surrender.

He watched her for three full seconds. Then he turned a page in his notebook.
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