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“Oh, I thought we were the human race but we were just another borderline case,

And the stars reach down and tell us that there's always one escape.

Oh, I don't know where love has gone,

And in this troubled land desperation keeps us strong.

Friday's child is full of soul,

With nothing left to lose there's everything to go.

And now I know what they're saying,

It's a terrible beauty we've made,

So we make our love on wasteland and through the barricades.”

– Through the Barricades, Spandau Ballet

Prologue

Caroline Craness

––––––––
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Blue skies. If I closed my eyes and imagined hard, I could still see them in my mind’s eye—the bright, reassuring hue as they stretched across the horizon and the white, fluffy clouds, which splintered the otherwise flawless vista. Now there were only gray weather days. Gray skies to match the scratchy gray dresses they made the women wear, but still, I could just recall the other time—the time before the Edict when things had been different. A time when I wasn’t judged solely by my gender, when I had something to offer the world. A time when I had been a citizen of a country I respected.

That was all gone, lost to the mists of time, just like the dusty old pages of some history book. This world had nothing for me, or at least, it hadn’t until Commander General Harper had taken a shine to my circumstance. Until the day he’d saved me from the dirty clutches of two sentries at Fortorus. It was difficult to imagine, but that occasion had only been a couple of days ago. So much had transpired in that short time. I’d been plucked from Gamma block, the place I’d loathed so intensely, bathed, fed, and enveloped in the Commander General’s time and attention. I’d given him what he wanted, degrading myself to please him, but there was no denying I’d relished the chances he’d given me, and when he’d claimed me, it was like nothing else I’d ever known.

The swirling, visceral connection between us was incomprehensible, but it was there—every time his eyes twinkled as he gave me an order, every time he touched me, I could sense the chemistry.

Nonsense. Closing my eyes, I berated myself. This was all ridiculous.

There was no way I was falling for the guy in charge of the hellhole I’d been taken to against my will and held captive in. No way his caress was the sweetest I’d ever known. No possible way I longed for it. That was insane thinking. I was only in this situation for my friend, Fern. My capitulation had been for her sake, not for my pleasure.

I refused to accept it.

“You’re tense.” His words stirred me from my rambling internal monologue, and I twisted on his lap to gaze fleetingly into his knowing blue eyes. “Still wary of the flight?”

I wasn’t worried about the flight in the slightest, but it was the conclusion Harper had drawn, and one I was content to play along with. I didn’t want him to know the real reasons for my apprehension—my confused feelings for him, the way he made me feel. My anxieties for Fern and what would befall her, and all the other women stuck at Fortorus. What the hell was going to happen now that we were to meet the one man I hated above all others—the odious President.

“Yes, Sir.” I inhaled to reinforce the point as his arms tightened around me.

“I wouldn’t have brought you along if I’d have known how much it bothered you, Caroline.”

I turned my head toward him. “Don’t say that, Sir,” I whispered. “I couldn’t bear the thought of not being with you.” It was true. I was far safer in his arms than I was alone at the concentration camp he ran.

“I know.” He smiled, those eminently kissable lips curling at my confession. “And you know I feel the same way. That’s why you’re here.”

“Thank you for taking a chance on me, Sir.” I shifted on his lap, the motion reigniting the lines his belt had striped on my backside the previous night. “I won’t let you down.”

I despised the way I needed to ingratiate myself with him, but I was reconciled to the fact I needed Harper in a tangible way. At the same time, I couldn’t deny the way my heart sped up at the intensity in his gaze or the way sitting on his thighs, like a small child, made me giddy.

It was bonkers but true.

“I know you won’t, little girl.” His fingers rose to caress the side of my face, and it took every ounce of my will power not to lean into his palm—the same palm that had stroked and spanked me. “I know you won’t.”

Chapter One

Adam Harper

––––––––
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We flew into the capital, the sprawling concrete jungle laid out before us like a child’s playset, but my head wasn’t on the gray London skyline. It wasn’t where it should have been, on the looming meeting with the President or the rumbling issues of Project Rehome and how best to manage Fortorus. It was where it had been for the last day and a half. Where it always seemed to be—Caroline Craness.

The tiny brunette was curled up on my lap, the short flight reducing her to a quivering mess, though she’d calmed considerably in my embrace. Breathing in the scent of her hair, I glanced down at the creature who’d mesmerized me with such apparent ease. There was nothing special about the woman, nothing remarkable I couldn’t get anywhere else. I was the Commander General of the largest retention camp in the country. There was nothing I couldn’t access, no one I couldn’t have. Nothing should hold my attention quite as rivetingly as she. So, what was it about the woman that inspired such fascination? Why couldn’t I leave her behind?

“Erm, Sir.”

I lifted my chin at the distracting male tone to find the smiling air steward.

“What is it?”

“The captain wanted to advise, we’ll be landing in a few moments. Everyone will need to be back in their own seats, safety belts fastened.”

I prickled at his tone, even though I acknowledged what he said made sense. No one except the President himself had authority over me, and I sure as hell didn’t take orders from trumped-up little idiots like him. Everything had been simple after Edict Day. Each man and woman had been assessed for the value they added to society. That meant these days, you really could judge a book by its cover, and the worthless sack of shit shifting his weight beside me represented the bottom strata. Any man who found himself in this job had to be unworthy.

“You can inform the captain I’ll make decisions regarding the safety of everyone on board.” I shot the asshole a withering gaze. “Best you be seated for landing.”

Pale blue eyes widened at my verdict as he shuffled away in retreat. He was mumbling the usual bullshit apologies, but I wasn’t listening, my focus solely captured by the twisting brunette on my lap. Caroline shifted, her gaze full of questions she was too scared to ask, though I could hasten a guess.

Shouldn’t I do as he said, Sir? Shouldn’t I sit down beside you?

I watched her lips in silence as the plane banked for the fourth time, waiting to see if the words bled from them, but no. Nothing.

Good girl. I smiled at her unspoken queries. She was learning. Perhaps the six stripes of my belt last night had finally achieved the impossible.

“Are you feeling better?” I reached for her hair, mesmerized by the soft tresses as I pulled my fingers through it lightly. It was like the rest of Caroline—hauntingly beautiful, despite the many months she’d been a resident at Fortorus. One hot shower, a good meal, and my favorite hair product had been all it took to bring her beauty back to life.

“Thank you, Sir.” Her lips twitched with the reply, suggesting some sincerity, though there was always the same air of guardedness. I understood, of course. Caroline was playing with fire by fucking me. We both were, but the odds of disaster were far greater for her, the prisoner.

She’d been taken into custody back in the spring, held at Fortorus, right under my nose, and in all that time, I’d never noticed her. Why would I? All the women looked the fucking same in their drab dresses, hair knotted and lice-ridden. There was nothing noteworthy about a single damn one of them until Caroline. I’d been out on patrol the evening I spotted her, a journey I enjoyed every few nights, just to ensure things were running smoothly. It was one thing to set the rules, to be the head of the Fortorus household, but implementation and success were two entirely different things. The only way I could know for sure how efficacious things were was to get out into the camp now and again. I relished it—the chance to see life on the ground beyond the ivory tower of my office block. I never attended the morning parades; the showmanship held no significance to me. Despite my elevated position, I had no interest in lording over my empire, no desire to revel in the hordes of women Fortorus contained. It was what it was—a necessary evil. I wasn’t a true believer of the misogynistic bullshit we purported, didn’t truly think men were better than women, but I’d seen the wave gathering momentum in the ocean and done the only sensible thing I could do—ensured my head was above the water when the tsunami landed. I headed for higher ground—the highest I could find, actually—and when Ian had suggested I handle Fortorus, I accepted.

It was one of the most prestigious positions in his new government.

Inhaling, I rested my head back against the seat, encouraging Caroline to lean into me while the memories flooded back.

I’d known the man who was now President, Ian Jackson, for more than twenty years. We’d studied together at Cambridge, becoming friends and drinking companions, but even then, as much younger men, his views had been extreme. He’d resented the way men and women had learned together, whereas I had enjoyed it, seeing the opportunities it presented. Women were different, yes, but that meant they just brought different skills to the table. They complimented us, and frankly, I’d been pleased with the chance to date as many as I could. I never let Ian know my true feelings on the subject, though, nodding along and agreeing whenever he was ranting about a woman’s place.

I was there by his side as his career developed, branching into public service before he finally ventured into politics. It wasn’t any surprise when he ascended through the local strata, his sights set on Westminster, the real powerhouse of English policymaking. He wasn’t as attractive as me, and in my view, lacked the air of natural authority I had little trouble exuding, but he was charming, charismatic, and critically believed every single word he said. Ian wasn’t playing the game when he gave speeches online. He wasn’t telling people what he thought they wanted to hear. He had faith in every single word of the prejudice he spewed, and none of them was a surprise to me.

What was shocking was the number of people who agreed with him. Men, yes, but women as well. Ladies who thought the pendulum had swung too far in the wrong direction, that the younger generation was reckless, selfish, and lacked direction—criticisms which could reasonably have been made of any group at their age. All Ian did was take their populist, old-fashioned views and breathe life into them. He gave them a new flag, a new anthem, and a new face to follow, and even though I didn’t concur with all his techniques, I respected him for them. He’d inspired the tidal wave which swept British life as we’d known it aside and replaced it with the new order, and I’d been glad to be at his side, overseeing rather than subject to the regime.

It was brutal. There was no doubt about it—state-sponsored violence, the likes of which our country hadn’t seen for hundreds of years. Then there was Fortorus—how had Ian described it when he’d first offered me the position?

The rock of our new civilization.

I knew what went on there, of course. I didn’t approve of everything I oversaw and did my best to curve the rough edges I witnessed, but in the end, I did my job. I managed the place. I supported the regime, and unbeknownst to the thousands of women housed there, who probably hated my guts, I protected them. Ian had far graver plans for the Fortorus population than he was letting on in his public relations campaigns—ideas which would have shaken even the most right-wing supporter. I’d presented an obstacle each and every time he’d proposed them. Initially, he’d wanted to exterminate the women altogether, an idea I suspected he still harbored. Save the state the money, he’d said. Better if they’re all just erased from history. I pressed Caroline’s head against my chest at the unwelcome thought, recalling how I had countered him.

“But how can we make an example of them if they’re dead?”

“An example?” He stared blankly at me from across the table. “What do you mean?”

“This is about worthiness, isn’t it, Ian?” I pressed my elbows into the wood and leaned toward him as I continued. “Assessing who has moral fiber, who is right to raise our children?”

“Well, yes.”

“So, let us make that assessment? Let us look at the female population and see who is worthy. Some of them will make good wives and mothers. Others might have specific skills the country can use—”

“Like what?” Bishop’s question interrupted me, and my gaze narrowed as I turned to meet his glare.

“Whatever. We. Want,” I punctuated the reply. “That’s the point, Bishop. We are the new order. We call the shots. If we want a woman cooking for her county, she’ll do it, or she’ll risk a one-way trip to Fortorus. If she’s quick with numbers, we can find somewhere else she can be useful.”

“Un-fucking-likely.” Ian’s laughter rose into the air, and a few of the others chuckled with him until I wanted to roll my eyes. That’s what this new top table was on the whole—a group of sniveling sycophants. Underqualified men who just wanted to stay in Ian’s good graces and enjoy the revelry of their new position. “As if women will be any good at that. Numbers are our thing, gentlemen. They always will be.”

“Just an example, Ian.” I sighed quietly. I was prepared to do a lot to stay in his favor myself, but sometimes, his bullshit grated. “All I’m saying is some of them can be useful. If nothing else, we need a certain percentage to regulate the population.”

“Babymakers?” Ian grinned at the idea.

“Precisely.” I met his eyes, knowing on this point at least, he couldn’t possibly disagree. “We need women to procreate.”

“For now.” He pressed his lips into a hard line. “For now, we need uteruses to do the job until science can meet our requirements.”

Silence fell across the table, his words lingering as though there was an echo, but it was only the haunting metaphor they represented that reverberated through my head.

Until science can meet our requirements.

Fuck. Ian had been bandying this science-fiction nonsense for fucking years, but I never truly believed he thought the idea had substance. Glancing around, it was clear no one else was going to counter the point, so I let it go. I already swam pretty close to the edge. That was one of the reasons he’d conceived the role at Fortorus in the first place—to keep me at arm’s length and keep the toadies like Bishop close.

“Exactly. So, obliterating them all in one fell swoop won’t help the course.” I tilted my head with the assertion, ensuring I had Ian’s full attention. “Will it? We need more babies to indoctrinate into the new education program.”

His lips curled at the sentiment. “Yes,” he enthused. “The first generation of the new order. Children born into its values.”

Mirroring his smile, I nodded. “Yes, and for that, we need women.”

Ian’s brow furrowed. I was right. He didn’t like that I was, but it made it no less true. We needed the women, which meant keeping them. That meant the maintenance of and funding for Fortorus.

“Fine.” He folded his arms. “We keep them for now, but we’ll need some way of managing them all. They’ll need feeding and clothing, and...” He rolled his eyes. “It’ll cost a bloody fortune.”

“Leave it to me,” I assured him. “We’ll create a place which rouses pride in the new establishment.”

“And fear.” Ian leaned closer. “I want the name, Fortorus, to stir fear in every female in the land.”

“Sir?”

I jolted from the memory as the front wheels touched down. Caroline’s desperate plea and the way her body had straightened reminded me where I was and what I was doing there.

“It’s okay.” Glancing out of the window, I noticed it had finally stopped raining, and the sun was trying to peek out from the swath of clouds. “We’re here. It’s nothing to worry about.”

She licked her lips as our gazes met before her focus fell back to her lap. I couldn’t tell if it was reflexive or a show of subservience, but I liked the gesture all the same.

“Okay, Sir.” A tiny smile flickered on her lips before she snuggled back against me.

I had no idea what Ian was going to make of her, but one thing was for sure—he wasn’t going to have her. This little fascination belonged to me and me alone.

Chapter Two

Caroline

––––––––
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London. I recognized the cityscape as soon as we landed, the miserable outline of dull, monotonous buildings a reminder of another time, one which was lighter, more vivid, filled with laughter. A time when the city had meant writing conferences, the theater, and nights out with my friends. Another life when the capital presented bright, sparkling lights, rather than low-lying fear. It was strange to see the place again, to recall those times and know they were a world away, but even odder to do so at the request of the Commander General.

I watched as he sauntered down the steps of the jet, following after him cautiously. He was met by an entourage of officials—more men in the same green regalia that adorned his fine body, lining up to welcome and salute him, and dozens of the menacing navy uniforms scattered around the runway. It was clear by the way they bowed and scraped, the Commander General outranked them all, but equally evident was how each man bristled at my presence. None of them made eye contact with me as I loitered behind, waiting awkwardly for instruction, but it was obvious. They were all aware I was there—a woman—somehow deemed worthy to accompany a man as important as Harper, and the questions burned in each of their eyes.

Who was I, how had I been commended, and what was I here for?

The breeze from the Thames was just as cold as I remembered, and I pulled the length of the gray cape he’d permitted around my shoulders. It was neither my choice of style nor color, but I wasn’t complaining. This was the first piece of outerwear I’d been allowed since I’d been taken from my home, and with winter on its way, I was grateful for its protection.

“Good morning, Sir.” An older man in a dark suit stepped forward, thrusting his palm at Harper, who shook it cordially. “The President is anxious to see you.”

“Macmillan?” Harper smiled in response. “How long has it been?”

“Too long, Sir. It’s good to see you again.”

Their gazes locked for a moment before the stranger’s shifted to me.

“I see you have brought a guest with you, Sir.”

There was no judgment in his voice, an unusual feature in the new order, and I risked a tiny smile in his direction.

“Yes, she’s with me.” Harper didn’t turn my direction, but there was something in his voice, a quality which reminded me of the hours we’d spent together, the way he’d treated me, the way he’d made me feel.

“Very good, Sir. Will she be coming to the Presidential Palace?”

My insides clenched at the way that sounded—The Presidential Palace—as though the abhorrent cretin who’d elevated himself had any legal or moral right to live in such palatial style.

Harper’s focus fell to me then, his blue eyes burning into my face. “Yes.”

And just like that, my fate was sealed. Not that I hadn’t already been aware he intended to take me to the meeting my speech was designed for, though I had no idea what on earth I’d do there. Hearing the words out loud was unsettling, the stark reality washing over me like cold water. I shivered under the cape, my jaw tensing as I resisted the urge to let it chatter.

The older man, Macmillan, nodded. “As you wish. This way, Sir.”

He turned, pacing toward the dark saloon car waiting on the tarmac, and Harper glanced at me.

“Stay close.” His voice was low as if he didn’t want any of the others to overhear him, then he was gone, striding toward the car, those two words the only gesture I should follow.

I scuttled after him, ignoring the glares of the men and the foreboding weaponry at their fingertips. I was with Harper, a man more important in the order than any of them, and I had to hang on to that thought. While I kept his favor, I stayed out of their reach. Harper’s power and position would protect me. Macmillan paused at the vehicle, opening the rear door for Harper. They were talking as I approached, the Commander General straightening his lapels as they exchanged a joke.

“There you are.” Harper’s lips curled. “In you get, Caroline.”

“Caroline.” Macmillan’s attention was on me now as well. “That’s a pretty name.”

I eyed the older man, startling at the compliment. Wary after months of ill-treatment, I didn’t trust him, the same way I didn’t trust any of them, yet he seemed kind enough and disarmed me with disturbingly ease.

“Thank you, Sir.”

“Caroline.”

The depth of Harper’s tone drew my focus back to his face, and I complied at once, slipping onto the back seat. The car was much like the one he rode in at Fortorus, and I felt tiny compared to the enormous leather seat as he slid in beside me. Our eyes met as Macmillan closed the door, a dark silence falling over the interior.

“Nervous?” Harper’s eyebrow rose in that way that made me stop and catch my breath.

“Yes, Sir.” There seemed little point in duplicity. Harper may have taken me away from the hell of Fortorus, but I was still his prisoner, and now, he was taking me to the heart of the corruption that stained the land—straight to the President’s pit.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less.” He smiled as Macmillan climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “You’ll be presented to some incredibly important men today.”

“P-Presented, Sir?” I glanced toward Macmillan, suddenly conscious he was privy to our conversation before I realized the glass partition muted most of the audible from the huge back seat.

“Yes. Eyes on me, please.”

I turned back to him, flushing guiltily, though I hadn’t done anything except glance in the other direction. Harper, it seemed, was such a control freak, he wanted my undivided attention twenty-four hours a day, though gazing back into those deep pools of his eyes really wasn’t such a hardship.

“Yes, presented.” His lips twitched. “I know the President is going to be insanely interested in you, so I’m going to take the bull by the horns and present you as my new speechwriter.” He paused. “Not that I’m in any way inferring the President is like a bull.” His voice had morphed into a sardonic tone, his brow rising to suggest he was trying to be funny, but I didn’t dare to laugh or even smile.

“No, Sir.” My gaze lowered to my hands, my fingers knotting in my lap.

“I’ll be there with you.” Harper reached for me, his hand coming into view before it slowly grazed my chin. “The whole time.”

“Thank you, Sir.” I wanted to lean into his touch, to revel in the sweet consolation it offered, but I couldn’t—not now, not here. Perhaps I’d never feel that succor again. Who knew what fate awaited me inside the lion’s den? While it didn’t help to dwell on the anxiety rising in my belly in waves, the uncertainty gripped until it ached.

“Come here.”

There they were—the two words I’d secretly longed to hear. He’d seemed so aloof and cold since we’d disembarked the jet, greeting numerous men I didn’t know, but most of who, I assumed, would rather shoot me than be forced to engage. I’d longed for his attention, for the light it shone in my bleak, dark existence, but I could never ask for it. I had no right to. Whatever was going on between us, whatever these preposterous feelings were that stirred in my soul, they were forbidden. He would never be more than my Commander General, another man with the power of life and death over me.

“Come and sit beside me.”

I slid across the leather in his direction, unable to resist the way my eyes fell closed as he snaked his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close.

“That’s better, isn’t it?” His voice was like warm whiskey, goading my senses.

“Yes, Sir.” Pulling in a shaky breath, I was surprised at the potency of my emotions. If I’d have permitted them, there could have been tears in response to the gesture, grateful for his tiny act of humanity—even in this big, bad new order.

“I don’t want you to forget your place today.” His other hand rose to my hair and slowly fisted it, his fingers tightening until he drew my face from his jacket and held it in position.

“I won’t, Sir.” My eyes were wide with the confession, and every word was true. Whatever happened today, there could be no forgetting where I ranked in the hierarchy. “I promise I’ll be good.”

He nodded. “We may have to stay in London overnight. It depends on how the meetings go.”

I twisted my head as best I could to meet his eyes, as though they’d offer clarification. Stay in London? Christ, I didn’t know how I felt about that. Did I want to stay in the capital and risk spending more time with the monster who’d created the grievous new order, or would it be better to board a plane and have to fly back to Fortorus? Which was the lesser of the two evils? It was like being caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.

“You’ll be fine.” He chuckled, though his voice was soothing as he settled me back into my original position. “You’re perfectly safe with me.”

“But, but...” I could scarcely catch my breath, my head spinning at the idea of the overnight stay. “We don’t have anything with us, Sir.”

“Anything with us?”

“Clothes and things.” It was such a ridiculous thing to say. It wasn’t like I owned any clothing. All of my possessions had been stolen and sold by the state he represented—the authority where we were now headed.

“Don’t worry about that.” Harper leaned down, whispering the words in my ear. “If we stay, our needs will be catered to. The President is very obliging to his top team.”

I bet. Tension clawed at my insides, his words resonating, and still, I couldn’t decide if it was better or worse to be exposed to this inner sanctum. Seeing the self-declared President in the flesh would be like meeting the devil incarnate. The thought was horrifying and downright disturbing.

“The only things you need to focus on are me and being my very good girl.” His crooning voice swirled around me as he pulled me tighter against his body. “I like good girls, Caroline, and so does the President.”

Chapter Three

Adam

––––––––
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That wasn’t true, of course, and as the car swept out into the city, heading for the Presidential palace, I mused on the point. Ian Jackson rarely liked any woman. He’d dated a few in college, hitting on women who were way out of his league because he enjoyed the thought of parading them around like prized pooches at a dog show. They were all vacuous and dim, with big smiles, styled hair, and nail polish, but little in the way of actual intellect. It seemed to be how Ian liked it, his type of women perpetuating as the years went by. Even though he was nothing to look at, they flocked to him, that certain kind of woman, attracted to his authoritative demeanor, but I suspected more to his money. Ian had come from the right side of town. His father was a banker, and while his parents had done little to socialize him, what they had provided was a financial springboard, and he used it, elevating himself through the upper echelons with ease until he was dining with those who ran business, ambassadors, politicians, and those who payrolled their campaigns.

That’s how it had begun, the concept of running for election. We’d been planning his thirtieth birthday when the idea first came up, more a joke than anything else, but he’d seized it, the seed planted in that big head of his, and he never looked back. Others would agree with his philosophy, he’d assured me, and with the right financial backing and populist jingoism, it could work. He could rise up and take back control of the country he loved. He could make Britain powerful again. I couldn’t say I disagreed with that sentiment. The land I’d loved had grown stale after the empire had collapsed. I didn’t necessarily care for the changes I’d seen, and I couldn’t doubt his passion for the cause, but I never concurred with those he blamed.

Women.

For Ian, it was always about women. I wasn’t sure if his mother had royally screwed him over as a child or what had happened, but it was always the same. He didn’t like the fact they had opinions, the fact some were smarter than him, more qualified, more eloquent. He didn’t like their promiscuity, either, although he was happy to fuck any of the pretty ones with long legs who presented themselves to him. Those loose women were the point, he used to say, as he zipped up his fly and dismissed them. They were symptomatic of the rot that had taken hold at the heart of Britain, and he was going to be the cure. We had to get back to the good old days. Women needed to be seen and not heard. They needed to focus on their God-given rights and responsibilities, and that, as he saw it, meant childbearing and caregiving.

“You can’t deny the biological facts, Adam.” An image of him burst into my mind, the slightly overweight, self-assured man he’d become by thirty-five. He’d taken a wife of his own by then, of course. He needed someone to continue the Jackson line, but Lucy was carefully vetted, a woman he could take pride in before he knocked her up and left her at home, pregnant and barefoot. “Women are made for this stuff. Look at Lucy. Even after Oscar and Dylan, she was desperate for another baby, and who am I to halt her natural desires? It’s what they’re made for, after all.”

“Given up those hookers, have we?” I recalled the sardonic quality of my tone as I’d asked, the answer obvious to anyone who knew Ian. There was no way he’d given up the numerous women he enjoyed while Lucy labored in the seven-bed mansion he’d bought for them. “Gonna stick to those marriage vows?”

“No fucking chance,” he told me with a grin, knocking back the liquor in his glass. “Those vows weren’t written for us men, Adam. They’re for the women, to remind them who’s the boss in the marriage.”

“Oh, right.” I laughed at his explanation, my gaze drinking in the bevy of beauties paraded into the penthouse suite for our perusal. Having worked in mainstream politics for a few years, Ian had grown frustrated with the obstacles he’d encountered and was on the verge of setting up the British Traditional Pride party. The BTP, as it turned out, was the vehicle he’d used to rise in the polls and into the history books. “So, little Lucy gets to be faithful, while you stick it in any pretty thing you fancy?”

“Damn right.” His eyebrow rose, and turning, he cast the empty tumbler in his hand to the expensive carpet. “She gets to honor and obey, and I get to lead and play.” He glanced back in my direction. “You should try it, Adam. I could find someone for you.”

“Marriage?” I balked at the idea. “No, thank you. That type of commitment isn’t for me. I’m happy to play the bachelor and fuck whoever I please.”

Ian sniggered, rising to his feet and calling the assembled women to attention.

“Like I don’t?” he queried sarcastically. “I can have anyone I choose, Harper, and let me tell you one thing. It’s only going to better for men like you and me. This is only the beginning...”

He’d been right about that much. It was just the start. A swell of nationalistic pride, whipped up by as much right-wing propaganda as Ian’s sponsors could afford, swept across the country, the drip-drip effect taking hold faster than I’d imagined.

Want to reduce crime? Get knives off the streets? Bring down rates of single-parent families and poverty?

The solution was simple, and it was staring us all in the face—get control of women. Instead of educating them in needless subjects they likely didn’t enjoy and would never use, why didn’t society help them instead? If we taught them to be better people—good daughters and sisters, respectful, quiet, and subservient—we could create generations of good wives and mothers, devoted, maternal women who knew their place in the world. And it was an important one, Ian believed that, at least.

He truly thought women would flourish and bloom under the tutelage of the new order. They’d blossom in their traditional roles, finding new purpose and relishing it. It was all decided, and it was going to be perfect. Women would stay at home and be looked after. Men would work and lead. Society would return to the way it had been—the way it should be—a utopian ideal that naively ignored the reality of twenty-first-century Britain. There were hundreds of thousands—if not millions—of women who simply would not want to slot into the new order. Qualified experienced ladies who enjoyed their work, those who didn’t want to marry a man and be mothers, those who didn’t want to be tied to one man at all, and even those whose only goals were to travel and enjoy themselves. Where did these women fit into Ian’s BTP movement? What was their place?

That was how Fortorus had really been conceived. The genesis of the idea originally sprung from a conversation in a bar, the sketch on the back of a packet of cigarettes, the far-fetched notion, once plucked from Ian’s brain, that should have been just as readily dismissed, but somehow, never was. Somehow, the concept gained gravity. Somehow, it stuck.

Fortorus was the place we would put them—all those women who refused to comply with the new rules, the ones we weren’t sure about, or the ones who just didn’t make the grade. It was never going to be enough for every female to just lay down her liberty, throw her hands up, and take a husband. There was no way that was going to satisfy Ian’s thirst for power and control. He wanted jurisdiction over everything, over the who as well as the what and how. He wanted to choose which women were the right ones to become wives and mothers. He would conclude who was worthy... at least, his system would. How could it be right, he argued, that a whore who took a different man home from a club every weekend should have the same equal rights as a chaste woman who’d waited for her husband before she’d given herself sexually? How could those two women have parity in the eyes of the law? For Ian, and the many millions who went on to support him, the answer was easy—they could not.
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