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Find links to these novels at the end of this one.
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Although the books in this series follow the stories of the major protagonists, each one is also a satisfactory stand-alone novel.
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Celina. A milkmaid.
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Nick. Her chosen Stud at The Male Diagnostic Centre.
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Wenna Cavendish. Director General of the Interim Government.
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Fleur Nichols. A member of Wenna’s inner circle.
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Joe Nichols. Fleur’s son.

––––––––

[image: ]


Kris Logan. Wenna Cavendish’s deputy. Head of Security.
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Jade Kweli. An ex-SAS bodyguard.  Member of Wenna’s inner circle.
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Richard Fiske. A free man. Member of Wenna’s inner circle. Jade’s lover.
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Ulla Berensohn. A senior scientist. In charge of The Male Diagnostic Centre.
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Grace Cavendish. Wenna’s mother. A serial political player, now nearing death.
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Detective Inspector Charlie Adams. London Police investigator.
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Ellie. Joe’s milkmaid.
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Melinda Davis. Director of ‘The Pleasure House’, a place of female entertainment.
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Louella-Jane Martell. US Secretary of State & Secretary of Defence. A religious fanatic.
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Rose McLennan. USAF Colonel. Head of US forces in Britain.
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Darya. Russian Director of Operations for the EuroSoviet bloc.
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Celina was sitting alone on a leather couch in the expansive, garishly magnificent reception area of The Pleasure House, trying and utterly failing to look inconspicuous. 

She had once worked here as a Dream Girl, on nightly naked display in the exotic pleasures section, a virgin, prodigiously desirable but untouchable, a come-on for the benefit of those in-house women who were less attractive but more available; clickbait for the female masses. They dressed and body-painted her to create a doll-like look, captioned her as ‘Clitina’ which, in her innocence she had assumed was a simple spelling error.

An orphan to the virus at an early age and thus a ward of the state, she had little formal education and knew almost nothing of pre-virus life. She considered herself lucky to have been accepted into The Pleasure House family when she was sixteen. Everyone had to work for their meal tickets these days and the Placement Officer at the home, acknowledging her gift of natural beauty and gentle character had offered her the choice of that or the security services, well aware that for Celina this was really no choice at all.  

In this women’s world in which men of any ilk were so few they came at an expensive premium, Celina was that most unfortunate of young girls; one committed by her genes to be a heterosexual femme with no interest in the sensual, let alone sexual, company of women. There had been bullying and bitchiness and some vicious backstabbing between the girls as they grew up but Celina somehow managed to escape the worst of it. In the opinion of those who knew her she was a laughably hopeless dreamer with only one foot on planet reality, inevitably destined for a life of disappointment. 

However, she was perfectly suited to the function of teaser. Without being arrogant she knew she was eye-catching, she had been told by envious girls in the home often enough and had no compunction in flaunting her beauty before others whilst withholding all they might want. Early on in her time at The Pleasure House she had become an attraction in her own right and when she was on display, the Chief Executive had placed extra security with her to protect her from over-eager clients.

Barely three months later she came to the notice of recruiters for another agency, a more overtly government-operated one this time, one which offered her the one thing she would never find elsewhere, the exclusive company of men at no cost. She had heard stories about The Milking Shed. She knew that wasn’t its official name and had no idea why it was called that but she knew it was a place where, in her dreamtime, handsome young Princes lived in luxury and offered true undying love to the lucky girls selected to join them. The very thought of it hardened her nipples and provoked twinges of secret delight deep in her groin.

For Celina, being offered a place there was beyond anything she could have hoped for. The recruiter had initially said little about the work she was to perform and certainly nothing at all to disabuse her of her impossible teenage dream. 

Eager and hopeful, she had signed away her freedom and willingly became a ‘Provision Assistant’; in slang terms a ‘Milkmaid’, at The Male Diagnostic Centre, knowing only that her duties would involve pleasure in the company of men, which hardly seemed like an onerous task to her.

Her induction week at the Centre had been a blur of delight. She joined the intake of five girls, all of whom arrived on the same day. They had eyed each other nervously at first, uncertain if they were to be friends or rivals but excitement at their new life soon overcame their reserve.

The Milking Shed was everything Celina had dreamed it would be except that she and the others were not allowed to actually see any boys, although sometimes she sensed they were no more than a partitioned wall away. It was almost as if she could catch the raw scent of them. The girls were provided with their own make-up and taught how to apply it. There were clinging, diaphanous clothes, luxurious scents and underwear so exquisite that brought tears to Celina’s eyes. Previously she had no idea such things even existed. 

There were lessons on male psychology and on human anatomy and for the first time ever Celina saw explicit videos of naked men. She burst into a fit of giggles.

The instructor sighed. ‘Big mistake, Celina,’ she said. ‘Never laugh at a naked man. They are sensitive creatures and they’ll hate you for it. Besides, it destroys their sexual impulse which is not what we want, is it?’

By now she knew it was not. And she knew why outsiders called this place The Milking Shed. Her job was to relieve the men of their life-giving bodily fluids, as often and as comprehensively as she and they could manage. And she was taught how to do it most efficiently. That was the trade-off for the life of pleasure and luxury she would lead. Make them want you, she was told, display, seduce, reveal, hide, give all, withdraw, tell them they’re wonderful, tell them you adore the way they make love, tell them they are Kings, do anything they ask. Even, if you have to, tell them you love them.

Towards the end of the week the girls underwent careful instruction in how to insert what was euphemistically called ‘the collection capsule.’  And they were given their first sight of the boys who were available. It was explained that provided the boy was attracted to her, she would be given her choice and she would be exclusively bonded to him because experience had shown that this provided the best results. The boys preferred exclusivity it seemed, even if they themselves did not always play by the same rules.

They were in the swimming pool and the girls were able to watch them unseen from the viewing platform. They were naked, larking about, water-bombing each other, play-wrestling and posing, showing off strong muscular young teenage bodies.

The problem was immediately obvious to Celina. There were five girls and only three boys. Someone was going to miss out. Three of the girls picked the one Celina wanted, the beautiful one with the deep brown eyes, uber white teeth, long black hair and athlete’s body. The one called Nick. 

Celina need not have worried, the selectors had already identified him as hers when he had reacted so strongly to the seductive Holo’s they had taken of her. Collection always worked best when the match was perfect and they were pretty sure they had picked well this time. 

The introduction was carefully staged in one of the small but luxuriously appointed apartments but the care proved unnecessary. If there was ever such a thing as love-lust at first sight this was it. Nick and Celina ignored the cameras they knew were watching and stood still, smiling stupidly into each other’s faces without a word being said. 

Two hours later the management had their first sample.

As the weeks ticked by there was some concern amongst the staff. Nick had eventually become bored with his previous milkmaid. Some thought these two had bonded almost too quickly and too well, they were joined at the hip, hardly ever apart night or day, did not interact with any of the other boys or milkmaids, rarely spoke to staff. They seemed to exist in a private world of their own, needing no outside participation. Could it actually last or would Nick become bored again? Managing a teenage boy’s libido was a tricky business. But the samples were ample and pleasingly regular so they left well alone. 

Four months went by in a fog of unthinking happiness for Celina, until the day Nick introduced her to his mother. A mother’s visit was a privilege allowed to all the boys once they had settled into life at the MDC but it was rare for a mother to be introduced to her son’s milkmaid. In general that relationship was a sensitive one and the two women in a boy’s life were best kept apart but Nick had insisted and what the boys wanted they were almost always granted.

Celina did not feel the meeting went well. Nick’s mother had fixed her with distrustful eyes and seemed cold and aloof. Then she and Nick had gone off together and were away walking the unmonitored grounds for more than an hour. Afterwards Nick had been hyper excited. He tried to reassure her. Life had been hard for his mother. She had resented the fact that he was secluded away from her in the MDC but like every other mother in the country she had been given no choice. She would come to adore Celina just as he did. 

Even so, it was some weeks before Celina could put aside her residual concerns. From somewhere she had acquired a visceral understanding of the power a mother can have over her son. 

Then, one afternoon, Nick had what sounded like a perfectly innocuous Cfone conversation with his mother. That night cuddled up tight in bed, Nick whispered a question that utterly confused her. ‘If I left this place,’ he said, ‘would you come with me so we can be together forever?’

‘I don’t understand,’ Celina whispered back.

Nick nuzzled her neck. ‘You know what they do here, after a while they’ll split us up. They’re not interested in us, just what they get and they think men need variety, that’s what they say. Well, I don’t. I just want you.’

‘But you can’t leave here,’ Celina protested. 

Whilst the milkmaids could take a short time out now and then, the boys were too valuable to ever be allowed the leave the facility.

‘But if we could?’

‘Of course.’

He pulled her in close to him. ‘Good. Then I want you to do something for me.’

‘What?’

‘Tell them I’m getting psychologically distressed. Say I feel like I’m in prison and it’s getting worse. You’re the only reason I stay sane. Tell them that.’

‘But why?’

‘It will help get us both out of here. Will you do it?

‘Of course, Nick. Anything you want.’

‘And I want you to take out that damned collection thing. Just for once I want this to be for us, not for them.’

So she did, because she could refuse him nothing.

It was another three long months before the plan was put into action. Nick was granted unprecedented permission to visit his mother in London to help recover his mental equilibrium, as the management put it, and it raised no questions in anyone’s mind when Celina took the opportunity to also go outside the wire in his absence.

***
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Now, anxious and uncertain, despite Nick’s fervent assurances, Celina found herself alone and exposed in the busy foyer of The Pleasure House. Her life had gone full circle and she had returned to where her great adventure had started.

The woman walked straight past her without so much as looking in her direction. ‘Follow me,’ she said.

Without thinking Celine obeyed. The woman was tall and well-built with a bland, rounded face and broad shoulders covered by an industrial-looking jacket. She had about her an indefinable air of certainty; despite her mundane appearance, this was someone used to command. She led the way to a service passage, then to a side door and out into a dark courtyard. There was a mean drizzle and a slight but chill wind that set Celina shivering. The woman opened the passenger door of a waiting eco-van and indicated for her to get in.

‘Is Nick alright?’ Celina asked nervously as the woman drove away.

‘Never been better.’

‘Where is he?’

‘Waiting for you,’ she lied. Then Celina heard a movement behind her and twisted round to see there was another woman in the back of the van. 

And she had a gun.
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Deeply felt love, soul love, knows no caution, denies all risk. It defies all acquired knowledge, stands aside from reality and eschews common sense. It has a wild, untameable element that ignores all threat of danger. It mentally destabilises the lover. 
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What else could explain the risks that lovers take? 
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Lust! The relentless drive to breed, that’s what.
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‘Say what? You speak boss?’

‘No. Just thinking. Muttering to myself. Something I read somewhere.’

Detective Inspector Charlie Adams looked around, mentally photographing the scene before capturing it on her Cfone. It was early morning, the sky was clear but already warm and a fine dust hung in the air; there were still feral cats hunting rats and mice in the narrow rubbish-strewn alley that stank of rot and decay. It was a dead end; a constricted service lane behind what had once been an elegant Victorian red brick apartment block. A splash of less than creative red graffiti on one of the buildings had been overlaid in blue, marking it as a contested line between the gang territories of the Killer Dogs and the Stone Rats which explained the unused buildings and the accumulated trash. It had once been expensive real estate but now not even the cops came to places like this unless they had to and then in numbers.

The walls of the tiny rear gardens were already crumbling from years of disuse seemingly held up only by an extravagant growth of ivy. They seemed to lean in threateningly above her head, as if they resented the presence of intruders, dead or alive. The alley was a throwback to another age, its original purpose long since overtaken by time and societal change. It seemed eminently possible to Charlie that at any moment a horse-drawn cab would draw up and Sherlock Holmes would alight to help her solve the case.

The slightly-built girl was sprawled face down amongst the accumulated filth, looking more like an abandoned doll than a human woman. She was wearing a brightly coloured dress that was a tight fit across her full breasts and flared out from her waist. Smart high-end shoes. No jewellery, no Cfone, no ID. Her long dark brown hair had been washed and set in curls before the rain and dirt had ruined it. She was still wearing the remains of make-up and her exposed underwear, what little there was of it, was designed for seduction not practicality. She looked to be in her mid to late teens. 

Charlie squatted down beside the body to capture a close-up and caught a hint of perfume as she turned the girls head towards her. In years gone by a police officer contaminating a crime scene by moving the body would have had the wrath of both the police hierarchy and the judiciary visited on them. Now there were no forensic scientists, no experts of any kind to call on and the courts were run by the military who were not too concerned about the niceties of the law. 

Charlie was on her own. 

There was a single bullet hole in the girl’s left temple and a matching exit wound on the right side. A splodge of mud on her cheek and a trickle of blood that matted her hair were the only things that marred the beauty of her face. Whoever this girl was, she was not poor and she hadn’t been there long or the gangs would have stripped her naked.

Charlie sighed. Everything about this girl’s death screamed trouble. She gestured to her bodyguard. ‘Bring the truck in, Mags.’

‘Right boss,’ Mags replied and ambled off towards the entrance to the alley.

The man standing beside the elderly Police wagon was inevitably the centre of attention for the bored female back-up team. He stepped forward as Mags arrived and nodded to her as he went to head up the alley.

Mags planted a huge hand on his chest. ‘Just a minute, pretty boy, where d’you think you’re going?’ she asked. She was more than a head taller than him and built in proportion. Behind her the uniformed officers were exchanging complicit grins, knowing what was to come. Mags had a reputation for throwing her considerable weight around and was not universally liked.

Richard smiled amiably and indicated the alley ahead. ‘I’m going to talk to your Inspector,’ he said. He held up his wristcom, showing his ID. I’m Richard Fiske.’

She might not have recognised his face but she knew the name. Once upon a time he had been one of London’s senior murder investigators at New Scotland Yard. Now he was security advisor to the interim government. Which in her mind made him just another civilian; one who certainly should not be out on his own.

‘Okay. Where’s your bodyguard then?’ she demanded.

Richard reached up to pat her on her shoulder. ‘It’s alright, Mags. I don’t need one.’

Mags stood stock still, watching him walk away. ‘He knew my name,’ she said out loud. ‘He bloody knew my name.’

Charlie Adams waited for him. He was no longer young but he carried his years well she thought. Not tall but he had the lean, muscular build of a natural athlete and the knife scar across his left cheek did nothing to reduce his attractiveness.  He could have taken his pick if he wanted to join a family. 

She had been in the job long enough to know him by sight. She also knew his reputation as an investigator and some of the gossip about his historic relationship with a certain highly placed female officer. It was a small world in the job. 

Richard offered his hand. ‘Nice to see you, Charlie,’ he said. ‘Except for the circumstances.’

She nodded agreement. ‘And it’s not just another domestic. I’ve a nasty feeling this one’s going to cause problems, Mr Fiske.’

‘Richard, please. What’ve we got then?’ he asked.

She indicated the wound in the girl’s temple. ‘She was executed. The killer stripped her ID; there’s no sign of a struggle or defence wounds. She was shot close up with a stinger, didn’t see it coming. Very efficient, very professional.’

‘Was she killed here, you think?’ Richard asked, looking around.

‘Probably not. It’s just a great place to park a body.’ Charlie indicated the gang graffiti. ‘This is the jungle, hardly any buildings in use and not too many casual passers-by. They didn’t want her found too soon.’

Richard was looking grim. ‘Someone call this in?’

‘Yeah. Whiffy Wendy. She’s a dosser, harmless; even the gangs tolerate her most of the time. She survives by bin-diving behind The Pleasure House kitchens plus whatever she can thieve, but she didn’t want to be blamed for this so she went to the security people at The Pleasure House and got them to call us.’

‘Have you spoken to her?’

‘Not yet. Early days.’

Richard nodded. ‘Of course.’ He returned his attention to the girl. So young. So beautiful. So dead.

‘How old d’you think, Charlie, sixteen, seventeen?’

‘Yeah, sixteen or so,’ she agreed.’

Richard shook his head. The world was still losing people to the virus every day yet someone, worse still, some woman, found it necessary to kill an innocent young girl in the prime of her youth. Sometimes he wondered if humankind deserved to survive. ‘I can smell perfume and by the look of her clothes, you’d be thinking what I’m thinking, yes?’

Charlie nodded. ‘I’d say she’s a Milkmaid.’

‘Right,’ Richard agreed, ‘but we don’t know for sure so, for the time being I don’t want anyone else coming to the same conclusion. Treat it like just another street killing.’

Charlie tipped her head to one side and grinned up at him. ‘Perfect skin, makeup, smelling of perfume and with clothes like that?’ she asked pointedly.

Charlie was middle-aged, short and dumpy but had a pretty face and that grin made her look quite cute. He nodded, accepting her point. 

‘Give her a wash and a change of clothes in the mortuary before anyone else gets to her. I know I can rely on your discretion. Anyone asks awkward questions tell them it’s a Male Diagnostic Centre enquiry and you’re just helping out.’

‘Question’s like what was she doing in London and more to the point, if she’s here, is her Stud still safe in The Milking Shed? Those sorts of questions?’

Richard smiled. ‘Those and any others that aren’t straightforward.’

He looks sad, Charlie thought but then, there’s not much happiness in the world for anyone these days. 

‘What if it’s the Commissioner?’ she asked.

‘She’ll be told not to ask.’ 

‘Wow. That heavy is it?’

Richard put his arm round her shoulder and turned her away from the girl’s body, as if to prevent her from overhearing them. ‘This isn’t a chance visit, Charlie.’

‘I thought not.’

He squeezed her shoulder briefly. ‘Just keep the curious away for now.’ He cast a last look at the body sprawled in the mire behind them and stepped back to cover the girl’s legs with her skirt. ‘Whoever she is, she didn’t deserve this,’ he said, ‘Make sure she’s treated with respect.’

‘Of course.’

‘Thanks, I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.’

‘Anytime. Any time at all.’ Charlie said to herself as Richard walked away. 

Everyone has their dreams.

***
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The convoy, such as it was, consisted of two camouflage-painted army Landrovers that had seen many decades of service. They left the Cavendish Estate in Berkshire early, heading west, away from the Metropolis. The lead Landrover had a driver and three SAS soldiers, all heavily armed. Fleur Nichols, until recently the Minister for Information and the public face of the interim government and her fifteen-year-old son Joe were in the rear of the second vehicle, protected by an SAS driver and Jade Kweli, Fleur’s friend and government security adviser. 

Fleur had been on edge since she woke that morning; this was a journey she had been dreading but one she had known for years she would not be able to avoid. The fact that Joe was her son did not exempt him from being assessed; no-one, absolutely no-one, was exempt and at a well grown fifteen he was already overdue for assessment. There was nothing to be feared from the assessment itself, Fleur had a feeling that Joe would probably enjoy the process. The problem had always been that he was just too beautiful for his own good and that made him a prime target for the gangs, the dissidents or the shadowy high-end traders in men. Keeping him at home on the estate had not been an option. 

Stud. What an ugly word, she thought, an ugly word that would soon be applied to the child she adored and would willingly have laid down her life for. She half turned in her seat to catch a quick look at him. As the years passed, and as he had grown toward manhood, he became more and more physically like his father; her Joe, the soul mate whose loss was a pain that would never end. 

Sadness enveloped her as the convoy made its way along the pot-holed roads through the sporadically populated countryside with its blank-eyed, mouldering houses. She had to be firm with herself to avoid giving in to the tears that were welling up inside her.

She had lost her lover, now she was about to lose her son. He had been conceived before the virus had ravaged the world and she had managed to keep him safe from it since. She had no doubt he would be assessed in the top reproductive grade, which meant he would live out most of his life within the confines of ‘The Milking Shed’; another ugly term that had become common parlance. At least he would have his every need catered for and, above all, given the extreme levels of security at the facility, he would be kept safe, which she could not guarantee at the Cavendish Estate.

She would miss him dreadfully and she desperately wished things were otherwise but there was nothing more she could do for him now, she had to hand over responsibility for his care and safety to strangers.

Behind her, strapped into a moderately uncomfortable seat, Joe was having a major teenage sulk. Even allowing for a mother’s naturally biased opinion, he was a beautiful young man. He had inherited his father’s patrician looks; high cheekbones, firm chin, straight nose, deep blue eyes, long blonde hair and slim build. None of these benefits did Joe appreciate. His whole world was grey and miserable. He did not want to leave the Cavendish Estate where Grandma Grace doted on him and the security women showed him how to use their guns and Richard played football with him on the wide lawns in front of what everybody called The Big House.

And he did not want to be poked and prodded by doctors and locked up for life in The Milking Shed despite what uncle Richard had secretly told him about the delights it might hold. And he was unhappy with the slow growth of the blonde hair on his face and above his dick. And he did not like the sound of his voice which was yet to achieve an acceptable manly pitch. And he was hungry and he was angry with his mother for allowing all this to happen. But most of all he was furious at being made to dress up in girls’ clothing. The bullet-proof vest was uncomfortable, the frilly top was hugely embarrassing and the make-up must have made him look awful because they wouldn’t let him see in the mirror. Fuck security. He let out a long despairing sigh.

‘You alright, Joe?’ Jade asked.

‘No.’ Joe replied rudely. Usually Jade was pretty sensible and she even showed him self-defence moves and joined in the soccer games sometimes but that question was really dumb.

‘Can Richard come and see me at this place?’ he asked. It would be the end if he couldn’t.

‘Yes,’ Jade assured him. ‘You can have authorised visitors anytime you like so I’m sure he’ll want to come and see you, we both will. But not if you’re going to be a permanent pain in the arse.’

Jade saw Fleur’s pained reaction. Her son hadn’t asked if she would be visiting, just Richard. She reached across and touched Fleur’s arm to comfort her. ‘He may be your beloved son Fleur, but he’s a teenager who’s been treated like a spoilt prince all his life so he’s got a lot of growing up to do. What can you expect?’

‘Oh, thanks!’ Joe said behind them.

***
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Richard Fiske was one of the few people, and certainly the only man, who had unquestioned access to the command centre of the Interim Government, the massively protected ex-MI6 headquarters beside the Thames in central London. With that privilege went direct access to Director General Wenna Cavendish herself, a fact which deeply irritated the ubiquitous Kris Logan.

Logan’s title of Administrative Head of Home Security, was generally accepted as a pseudonym for Spymistress. It was common gossip that Kris, several years younger and more overtly assertive, saw herself as Wenna Cavendish’s natural successor. 

Kris had never understood the licence given to Wenna’s security advisors Richard Fiske and Jade Kweli who were part of Wenna’s inner circle. Fiske and Kweli seemed to come and go as they liked, poking their noses into interests that should be the exclusive concern of the Central Defence Force. It irked her that they reported, if and when they chose to report at all, exclusively to Wenna, frequently excluding her, and what was worse, they were on the list of people she was not allowed to hold a file on. But of course she did.

Kris had taken an instant dislike to Richard, whose quiet self-confidence seemed to her to be totally misplaced in the modern world where men were totally dependent on women. According to the law, Jade Kweli should have bought exclusive rights to him yet Kris had not seen any official confirmation of that and Fiske acted as if he were a free man.

Her aversion to Richard and Jade was second only to her antipathy to Fleur Nichols. Wenna still stood by that woman even though Nichols had let them all down by walking out on her job as the Minister of Information and the public face of the government. She also allowed Fleur to live at her mother’s country estate with her over-indulged son. Kris was hotly suspicious of the nature of the bond between Wenna and the beautiful Fleur Nichols who seemed not to age at the rate that normal women did, but it was not something she could legitimately bring up again. 

Some time ago she had questioned the privileges these three continued to enjoy and Wenna had rounded on her. ‘You were not there when the virus hit, Kris. They were, and they proved their worth. I trust them implicitly and every leader needs people to watch their back, people outside the formal organisational structure, people who’ll tell them the truth no matter what. This is not a matter for discussion. Is that understood?’

Kris had backed off rapidly, chastened by the vehemence Wenna had displayed. Since then she had kept her opinions about those three to herself. Maybe the time would come when one or other of them would overstep the mark and she would be vindicated. 

So when she saw Richard Fiske walk into Wenna’s office and be greeted warmly, she adopted a neutral face and hastened to join them, giving him a nod of acceptance. ‘Richard.’

‘Good morning Kris,’ he said politely. Then he turned his attention to Wenna, but said nothing.

Wenna took the hint. ‘Thank you Kris, I’ll talk to you later.’

Kris contained her fury. ‘Of course,’ she said stiffly. She left the room, closing the door behind her, careful not to bang it.

Wenna waved Richard to a chair. ‘I apologise for Kris. She’s under a lot of pressure at the moment,’ she said.

Richard eased himself into the offered chair. He thought Wenna looked tired and drawn. She was as slim and attractive as ever but time had shadowed her classic looks, her fair hair was showing grey around the temples and her face was lined with care. The duties and responsibilities of high office; the necessity of making unpleasant executive decisions, had unsurprisingly taken their toll.

‘So are you, I imagine. Have you considered appointing a personal assistant?’ Richard asked, ‘as a way of sharing some of the load and...’ he hesitated, seeking the right words.

‘And what?’

‘Perhaps dissipate some of the entirely natural ambitions in the ranks.’

Wenna sighed. Life would be so much easier if all her top people actually got on with each other. ‘You don’t like Kris, do you?’ she said resignedly.

‘I trust you and if you trust her then I accept that.’ Ricard replied blandly.

Wenna smiled and shook her head in mock admiration. ‘You really should have been a politician, Richard. Okay, look, Fleur has stepped down and nobody can replace her but I’ll think about it. But that isn’t why you’re here, is it?’

‘No. I went to the scene of a murder yesterday. There’s always the usual run of deaths from street violence, domestics, gang fall-outs, I’ve been keeping an eye on it. But this is different. It was an execution and the dead girl was a Milkmaid.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I spoke to the Senior Security Officer at the Male Diagnostic Centre. She confirms one of the girls was outside the wire yesterday.’

‘Was she bonded?’

‘Yes. The boy was out on medical grounds, custody of his mother. Mother and son are both now officially missing.’

‘One of our Studs let out with no official bodyguard. How is that even remotely possible?’ Wenna said incredulously. ‘And who authorised it?

‘Not yet established.’

‘And why wasn’t Kris told straight away?’

‘Possibly a communication failure.’ Richard didn’t sound convinced.

‘I’ll have to bring Kris in on this,’ Wenna fumed.

Richard put up a hand. ‘Can we delay that for a moment?’

‘Why?’ 

‘I need to explain something. I’ve felt for some time that all is not quite right with our systems. The number of men being microchipped and subsequently retained at the MDC, working at The Pleasure House or going up for family auction doesn’t tally with the numbers assessed by the MDC. Somehow men are simply disappearing out of our system. So, where are they going?’

‘I hope you’re going to tell me.’

‘I suspect they’re being trafficked, willingly or not, but I don’t know where, how, or by whom.’

‘What do you suspect?’

Richard looked uncomfortable. ‘I don’t have a shred of evidence,’

‘Even so, I trust your instincts. Just between the two of us?’

‘It’s possible the Russians or the Americans are somehow involved.’

‘That would be awkward,’ Wenna said uncertainly.

‘Exactly.’

‘Okay,’ Wenna said, ‘but does that theory fit in with the dead Milkmaid and the missing Stud somehow? Because killing the girl and capturing one of our Studs is a different ball game from hiving off a few Non-Viables here and there.’ Wenna stopped herself and made an apologetic face, realising what she had said. ‘Sorry, Richard.’

‘No offence taken. I am what I am. So, perhaps there’s a connection, perhaps not. But suppose somehow the occasional high-value Stud is eluding our assessment system or, like the missing boy, removed from it and being slipped into the trafficking stream. Someone would be doing very nicely out of it. I think we have to find out.’

‘Too damn right! Our whole trading economy is reliant on the output from the MDC. We have to find that boy and quick.’

‘It gets worse.’ Richard warned her.

Wenna sighed. ‘Hardly possible I’d have thought.’

‘I think the traffickers, whoever they are, must have someone on the inside of our system. And that person may have authorised the killing of the Milkmaid.’

Richard sat back and waited for Wenna’s response. She was staring into the middle distance, her face rigid with concentration. ‘We all make mistakes, but if you got onto this, Kris should have as well.’ She returned her attention to him. ‘So what do you suggest?’ she asked.

‘I suggest you authorise Jade to investigate the MDC,’ Richard said, ‘have her interrogate all the personnel from top to bottom. Shake the tree and see what falls out. I’m not quite sure how you square that with Kris, you of all people know how she likes to micro-manage...’

‘Not this time. Leave Kris to me. However, if Jade is investigating the MDC, I’m still waiting to hear what you intend doing.’

Richard took a breath before answering. ‘I want you to clear me to have my microchip removed.’

Wenna shook her head in puzzlement. ‘Why put yourself outside the law?’

‘It instantly makes me more valuable to the traffickers, Richard replied, I’d be untraceable, I could spin any back story I liked.’

Wenna dropped back in her chair and stared at him. After a moment she nodded slowly. ‘You’re proposing to offer yourself as bait.’

‘Exactly so.’

‘Surely there’s a better way.’

‘If I could think of one I’d take it.’

Wenna shook her head. ‘If all this came from anyone else I’d show them the door.’

Richard hunched forward to emphasise his point. ‘An overt investigation won’t work,’ he said, ‘and when I go undercover, the fewer people who know what I’m doing the better.

‘Accepted. But just how do we keep you safe?’

‘You can’t really. That’s my problem to deal with. And Jade’s I suppose.’

‘Ah, yes, Jade. I can imagine her reaction, she’ll go into orbit. How precisely do you intend to get her to agree?’

‘Ah, well, that would take time and we don’t have time so I thought that since she’s busy delivering young Joe to the MDC, I’d get myself organised and just, well, go.’

‘And leave me to placate Jade. If I can.’

Richard raised his arms in the air in a gesture that clearly said, what else can I do?

‘When it comes to Jade, I’m a coward,’ he said, offering a self-deprecating grin.

‘Bullshit!’ Wenna said bluntly.

‘So that’s a yes, then.’

***
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They were driving through gently undulating open countryside which had once been productive farm land. It was now dotted with abandoned buildings long since colonised by nature. The once carefully tended fields were congested with gorse and blackberry thickets and regenerating scrub trees that seemed impervious to the unrelenting droughts. Here and there once domesticated, now tenth generation wild cattle were browsing freely. It had not taken long for the re-wilding of the countryside to be complete. They stopped chewing to glare belligerently at the intruders. This was their domain now.

The two Landrovers slowed down, faced with a five-strong work gang filling potholes in the road, a familiar, seemingly never-ending task these days and one that constrained budgets limited to the main highways. The workers had a temporary shelter beside the road, a rather beaten-up truck with loading tracks at the rear and a bulldozer that looked as if it was somewhat over-qualified for the work at hand. They seemed in no hurry to clear the road as the convoy approached at snail’s pace.
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