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“What’s the greatest lesson a woman should learn? 

That since day one, she’s already had everything she needs within herself. 

It’s the world that convinced her she did not.”

– Rupi Kaur
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Prologue
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Fortorus they called it—for the brave—but as we passed through the colossal iron gates inside the camp, I knew better. This place wasn’t about fortitude or resilience. It wasn’t about hard work or stamina. This was a place to put us until they decided what the hell to do with us. It was a place to torment us, to break us down.

It was Hell.

The Edict changed everything.

E-Day they called it.

Emancipation Day.

Everything I thought I knew—gone in an instant—every worst-case scenario playing out before my eyes. Of course, there had been talk about it before the enactment. Rumbles on social media, whispers in the streets, but few believed the news could be true. The wily ones who did see the writing on the wall got out while the going was still good, leaving the rest of us to our fate. And so it was, on September 27th, 2024, it happened, and Edict 24 was brought into law.

A new British order.

A return to the glory days of the Empire.

Or at least that’s what the propaganda machine spewed out of every screen and speaker. Passed into law in less than twenty-four hours, our so-called leaders—white, overbearing men with expensive educations and dangerously high cholesterols—closed the door on liberal democracy, even though they, themselves, were products of it. Even though their power only existed because the people had granted it to them. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. Hitler had been voted into power in 1930s Germany, and just like the Edict, all he did was prove that democracy was no guarantee of respect and rights. Democracy didn’t safeguard those things. All it had done was shielded our eyes to the monsters who’d wormed their way into control. Blinded by shiny gadgets and apathy, the people sat back and did nothing as those same monsters took off their masks and enacted the new order. It would be wonderful, they promised us, a return to greatness—making Britain great again—but nobody looked at the place where evil resides. Nobody cared about the detail.

I was one of those details. In fact, just about all women were. Only a few slipped through the limited exemption loopholes, and they were in some way related to the monsters who created the rules—the wives, daughters, and friends of the bloated men in charge. For the rest of us, there was no escape. Every other woman was now subject to the Edict’s analysis. They called it emancipation—freedom from the weight of contemporary life. Apparently, the twentieth century had offered us too much—too much responsibility, too many choices, too many rights, the right to choose what to do with our lives—to be wives and mothers, to marry a man or a woman, to be single, a professional, or even just to travel the globe and find inner peace. Those choices were labeled bad—the reason for social decline. Now, women were to be subject to assessment, our choices scrutinized, and only those who made the grade would be given approval to reenter what remained of society. When the monsters looked around at the rising rates of crime and poverty, at the dissatisfaction and obesity, there was only one group they blamed for the country’s woe.

Us.

They blamed the women.

We should have been doing a better job.

We should have been at home, raising our babies.

Why were we choosing to work away from the home? Why did we seek careers? Why were some of us choosing to raise children on our own, or worse, choosing not to have children at all?

When the piggy-eyed monsters looked around, they saw evil everywhere, and the female of the species was at the heart of all the ill.

They should have known better than to let us have a say. They should have known better than to educate us, support us, and allow us rights, and that’s what it boiled down to.

Their permission.

They permitted those rights—the rights weren’t ours innately because we were born free people; they had been gifted to us by men.

Men.

The folk who ran the show. The ones who passed the laws and decided on the new order. It wasn’t just that the patriarchy had returned—it was back with fucking vengeance. It had grown, too, as overweight and indulged as those leaders who now represented it, and it hated the average woman. It wanted us contained and put back in our boxes. It wanted to control us, and it was as efficient as it was blindsided by its own propaganda.

Women were to be assessed—rounded up and recorded before being distributed accordingly. The most useful would be returned to their homes. That’s what the government marketing told us. Our skills would be evaluated, and we were to be given jobs that supported the new order. Nothing ever elaborated what these roles would be, or indeed, what criteria this order would use to judge us, but the leaders of Edict 24 pressed ahead, regardless. Elections were scrapped, deemed unnecessary once the new hierarchy was established. Why offer universal suffrage? The population would be empowered, set free from the binds of their old routines. Men would regain their old positions of power, usurping any females who had unwittingly become qualified to assume them, and once moderated, women would be assigned to those roles that best suited their talents.

I recalled shuddering at the line before they’d taken me.

Roles that best suited their talents—what did they mean?

Ideas were rife on the subject. Psychologists and doctors lined the news channels to offer their views, but as I watched, I noticed the female presenters were no longer on air, disappeared, just like the female journalists. Now, it was only men who had opinions. Men who judged what was appropriate for those who were born with a uterus. Men who threw scorn at the concept of women’s qualifications. Likely, she hadn’t earned them fair and square. Probably, she’d screwed her lecturer to get that first-class degree or flashed her tits to gain the promotion. She didn’t deserve those things. They didn’t belong to her. Women were all about cons and tricks—make no mistake—they couldn’t be trusted.

They couldn’t be trusted to run companies. They couldn’t be trusted to teach, and they certainly couldn’t be trusted to run the country.

I sat trembling in my house as all positions of power were stripped away from my gender, and unqualified men assumed those roles. Men who used to work on construction sites now ran large corporations. Men who used to look after their children, absconded into the civil service. There, not because of their capabilities but because of their sex, because of the chromosomes they had been born with.

It was as simple as that.

XY won.

There was no discussion.

Less than one week after the Edict, the changes were enacted, and women, like me, were left speechless, defenseless, and unable to fight back.

Of course, we tried. Thousands of women poured onto the streets to protest. We wanted our rights back—naturally, we did. How dare they take our property from us! Our jobs, our qualifications—the things we had worked so hard for—but they did dare, and worse, they were ready. The leaders used those first protestors as examples for us all.

They seized them, by force where necessary, and took them away. They took the women in their eighties in the same lorries that took the eight-year-olds. Age didn’t matter. The only important thing now was your gender. All of a sudden, being a woman meant you were outvoted and overpowered. Britain had retracted more than one hundred years of social justice with one swipe of a pen and an effective propaganda campaign.

We should have seen it coming.

All the signs had been there.

The falling turn-out at the polls, the growing discontent, and the way governments had manipulated their voters with state-sponsored social media, turning us against each other. It had been done before. Brexit had almost divided the country, but they’d pulled it back with the global pandemic, allowing the public health matter to mask what they were really up to, and somehow, no one noticed.

Too ignorant or too afraid, people hadn’t woken up to what was going on until it was too late.

All of that was ignored on that cloudy day in September, and swiftly, within one week, the crews were sent to work. Crews of men who seeped around the country in vast, dark vehicles and rounded up women. Like a toxin that had infected the country, disabling our cerebral senses, making us passive when we should have been active, our inertia only empowered the men who ran the horror show.

I couldn’t believe it at first—no one could. This sort of thing didn’t happen in our country. The same nation that had fought the Nazis, the same that had stood up for human rights across the globe, but of course, we were missing the point. It wasn’t the glossy exterior of Great Britain that was in charge now, but the nefarious underbelly and that portion of society had never given a damn about rights—human, or otherwise—that portion had only been interested in power. They were the ones who had sold weapons to the Saudi’s while simultaneously condemning them in public. They were the ones who authorized rendition flights to stop in the country en route to some godforsaken hellhole. They were men without moral compasses, the worst kinds of men of all, and they were in charge.

I’d watched those first vehicles pulling into other neighborhoods. I’d seen dozens of women dragged from their homes, kicking and screaming. Mothers separated from their children. Wives yanked from their husband’s embraces, and all of them bundled into the large vans and driven away, but even as I’d watched the terror on social media, I didn’t believe it. I couldn’t. That’s what it was like. In the end, even when you saw your fate hurtling toward you, you didn’t run.

No one ran.

But it wasn’t a lack of moral fortitude or courage that prevented the flight, it was something far more fundamental. It was belief. No one believed what they were seeing. That is to say, no one believed it was going to happen to them. It was like every true crime documentary I’d watched over the years. I knew the victims on my screen weren’t lying—the awful things they described had really happened to them, and I had compassion for their plights, but I never truly believed I was in danger. Those things were never going to happen to me.

My life was good.

I was safe.

Until one day, I wasn’t.

Until one day, they came for me.

Until one day, I arrived at Fortorus.
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Glancing around the dank hut that was now my only sanctuary, I struggled to recall the events of that first day. Fragments of the trauma were still fresh in my mind, but it seemed I’d blocked out much of the detail. Apparently, it was the human way of dealing with things—another thing I’d learned from all those documentaries.

“Caroline.” Fern’s voice was hushed as she called to me. “Caroline, get yourself together. He’s coming. Mitchell’s coming!”

I leapt to attention at her warning, dashing to the end of the thin mattress they called a bed, just in time to throw her a grateful glance before the double doors at the end of the dorm were thrown open.

“How are my whores this morning?” Commander Mitchell smirked around the long room, running his vile tongue over his crooked, yellowing teeth. “Everyone used the facilities?”

He chuckled at his quip, but his gaze was hard, running along the two long lines of women lined up either side of the space. Inspection happened at least twice a day—or whenever the hell he decided—and God help the woman whose bed wasn’t made to his satisfaction or whose face he didn’t appreciate. We’d all heard the cries coming from his office, and we’d all seen the cuts and bruises on the sobbing woman once he’d let her go. I’d been lucky so far. It had been months since Gamma dormitory had become my so-called home, yet somehow, I’d managed to dodge Mitchell’s disgusting attention. Every sweep of his stare told me not to be too nonchalant, though. It reminded me my situation was just the way I’d assessed it—luck—and at any moment, that same luck could change.

Today could be that day. This morning’s inspection could be the time my luck ran out. My body straightened at the alarming thought, trepidation rising in me like the enormous, uncontrollable waves of the stormy ocean.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Mitchell stepped forward, approaching Sue, the first woman in our line. “Not that you whores deserve anything more.”

I pressed my lips together, willing myself to be quiet and repress the two worded retort I wanted to give him. Mitchell was a jerk. Even in this new, shitty order, I had no idea how he’d managed to assume the position of Commander, but that title afforded him the luxury of Gamma house and all the women who reported to it. It afforded him us. Resentment twisted in my belly at the realization. It wasn’t like the thought was new—I had worked it out a long time ago, suffering under its cruel new flag like every other woman deemed to not be worthy in the emancipated world outside the walls of Fortorus—but that didn’t make it any better. Every time I had to see the prick barking obscenities at the women who’d become friends, I wanted to punch him in the nose. I wanted to rip his gonads from his pathetic, shriveled little penis and shove them down his throat before I spat on his bleeding body. That’s what I imagined whenever he was near, though, of course, that fantasy could never be realized. Just like every other whimsical notion of freedom and individualism now, it was a laughable concept—forever out of reach.

“As far as I’m concerned, you’re lucky to get the pots you have, as I’ve told the Commander General. Whores like you are the lowest of the low, so they’re used to crouching and crawling. Seems generous to me, though. I’d have you messing your own mattresses.”

He passed down the line, pausing to eye the trembling woman of his choice. Sure, they all tried to feign bravado while treading the thinly balanced line that might topple them into Mitchell’s bad books. It was a line we had all tried to learn over the weeks we’d been crammed into Gamma, almost fifty of us, all grown women—professionals who’d been snatched from their lives, judged unworthy, then thrown to scum like Mitchell. No one wanted to look too weak. Mitchell could sense weakness, the way a shark sensed blood and panic in the water, and he seized upon it. But equally, no one dared look too confident or cocky. Even less well-received, any air of arrogance was met by his whip and several hours of private Mitchell time. My muscles tensed at the mere idea. Clara had shared some of the hideous things he’d had her do during the alone time, and my skin crawled at the mere prospect.

I didn’t know what I’d do if I landed myself in that terrible predicament. I couldn’t trust myself not to beat the fucker to death. I glanced down the line quickly, eyeing the swaggering Mitchell. There was nothing to the squatty little creep. At just over five foot eight, I reckoned I could do it. If I could get my hands on something heavy enough in his office, there was every chance I could beat him blind with it. My lips curled fleetingly at the reassuring thought.

Christ, what had happened to me? I didn’t know exactly how long I’d been here under his vile jurisdiction. I had kept a log of the time at first, marking the days with a collection of twigs or stones I’d found in the yard, I’d hidden under my mattress, but all too soon, the pile became too big to hide. After only a month, I’d been forced to abandon it. That one small defeat had crushed me, and soon, time ran away. I lost track of the weeks, leaving me in a clouded limbo where all I could do was make assumptions. I assumed how long I’d been trapped in this nightmare, just like I assumed the people I’d once known and loved were out there somehow.

That my mother had escaped this—she was alive and well somewhere. She was free.

That my sister got away.

But I didn’t know, and there was no way of ever finding out.

I thanked God every day, I hadn’t had any children. I’d wanted them before this, but when my relationship with Lee had fallen apart, that dream had slipped away with it. I’d been mournful at first, crying for the kids I couldn’t have, but boy, was I grateful now. So many of the women at Fortorus had been ripped from their kids. The girls taken to educational programs to brainwash them into the new, patriarchal world order, while the boys were sent away to learn how to lead. Women like us weren’t worthy of motherhood, just like we didn’t deserve freedom, property, or even a decent shower.

The women in Fortorus were only good for one thing, and while they decided what to do with us all, they kept us here—contained and trapped, like animals waiting to be slaughtered. My breath quickened as the panic swelled. It didn’t pay to dwell, I had learned that much already—seen what they did to those who lost control of themselves—but geez, it was so hard. So difficult to ignore the suffocating sense of doom that filled up the dank air in this place. A stench so pungent, it seemed to seep into your hair and cling to your skin.

“What about you, Tyler?” Mitchell was right next to me now, his dark eyes drilling into Fern, the pretty blonde who slept on the filthy mattress next to mine. “Do you think you whores are overindulged?”

Fern’s chest rose and fell under the weight of his stare. “I-I don’t know, Commander.”

Mitchell’s gray brow rose, his lips twisting into an errant smirk as if he sensed blood. My anxiety knotted into a tight, painful ball.

“You don’t know?”

He moved closer, pressing his grimy body against her, and from my place at her side, I noticed the way she trembled at the advance.

“No, Commander.” Fern’s voice was tiny. “I’m sorry, Sir.”

I lowered my gaze at her pitiful response, torn as I always was. On the one hand, a woman like Fern was better than this. Hell, all of us were better than this! We shouldn’t have to take orders from cretins like Mitchell. We shouldn’t have to live in filth and fear, yet somehow, we had allowed those morons to seize control, and now, they made the rules.

We had no choice, no options—no voice in this bleak new reality.

Fern was an editor once, in a world a million years away from this one. That’s how we’d first started talking when we’d been thrown into this cesspit—our love of literature had brought us together. I had been an author. Damn it, I still was a writer! But now, there were no opportunities to write or edit. Women like us, the wonderfully labeled whores, were not permitted access to books or writing materials.

I couldn’t blame Fern, though, not really. We had all been pushed from pillar to post since we’d arrived, stripped of our dignity, and taken to the brink of our fear. We never knew what men like Mitchell would do to us, never knew how far they would push us. Some women had vanished from Gamma altogether over the weeks, and though everybody wondered, nobody dared ask what had become of them. Deep down, we all knew the truth. We sensed it. They’d been taken, used, and likely, discarded. That was the probable fate of every woman here—women judged to be unfit by a world run by deranged men.

That’s why I didn’t judge Fern when she shook beside me. That was why I wanted to reach out and clasp her hand. Though, naturally, I didn’t dare.

“You’re sorry.” His hand rose into her dark blonde locks. She’d been a platinum blonde once, but nothing in this place stayed bright and shiny for long. Now her hair was a dull, lifeless shade, a fitting metaphor for the way we were forced to live—if you could call this living. “Well, ain’t that nice?”

Mitchell’s fingers tightened in her hair and without warning, he stepped away, dragging Fern’s quivering body with him.

“Please!”

She whimpered the word as he pushed her to her knees, but Mitchell was devoid of any pity. Lifting his free hand, his palm landed hard across Fern’s face. The sound of the slap rang in my ears, even as hot tears pricked at my eyes.

That bastard! I balled my hands into fists at my back, knowing if I spoke out, it wouldn’t offer Fern any sort of reprieve. Mitchell had zero compassion, and he was a fiend. All I would buy myself was a place beside her in whatever twisted punishment he was going to inflict, and to my shame, I sought to avoid that for as long as possible.

“Save the begging for later, whore.” He glowered down at her, his gaze narrowing as Fern cowered. “There will be time for that, but not now. First, you get to meet my whip.”

“No.” Fern’s voice was tiny now, her head lowered toward the dirt floor. “Please, no.”

My breath caught at the fear in her tone. Fern was so vivacious by nature, such a fun-loving, elfin little lady, but the woman on her knees wasn’t even a shadow of that woman.

That’s what Mitchell had reduced her to.

That’s what this place did to us.

“The rest of you line up.” Mitchell barked the order.

Quickly, we complied, one long line forming beside him and Fern. I glanced at her when I took my place, wishing I was a better person, a stronger and more powerful one who could have stood up to Mitchell, or a braver one who didn’t care about the consequences.

But I was neither of those women.

I was only Caroline Craness, formerly known as C.H. Raynor, published author, poet, and friend. Though based on the sobbing version of Fern trembling only a few feet away from me, evidently, I wasn’t a very good one. A good friend would have acted at the sight of their desperate friend. A decent one would have at least tried to defend her, but all I did was huddle in the line, clinging to my dirty, scratchy regulation dress and keeping my head down. I prayed to a God I no longer believed in that Mitchell would go easy on her. I prayed he’d discover mercy he’d never once demonstrated, but more than anything else, I prayed for myself.

That I would get out of this.

That I would somehow see the other side of Fortorus and life beyond its dark confines. As he dragged Fern back toward his office, though, any hope I had began to crumble.

There was no getting out of this.

There was no escape from Gamma or Fortorus, and there was no escape from Mitchell’s sweaty clutches.

The last I saw of Fern was her terrified expression as he yanked her, his fist still lodged in her hair, and pulled her into the waiting prison of his office. She screamed as she went, and I imagined her tiny body being flung into some hideous new nightmare. When the door slammed shut, I finally ceded to the hot tears that burned in my eyes, sniffing as one hot ball of water burned a track down my face.

Who knew what awful fate awaited Fern?

Or any of us.
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Paraded out into the yard, the long line of us stood in silence. If there were fifty women in Gamma, there were just as many in all the other shabby buildings erected as dormitories, and each one was expected out for public inspection in the morning. It didn’t matter that it was freezing, and we had nothing but the flimsy dresses they’d allocated upon arrival to the camp. It didn’t matter that some of us didn’t have any footwear, and those of us that did could barely keep the soles attached to the shoes. We were expected to be there, lined up like pieces of meat for the Commander General to survey. He was the man in charge of this whole foray, the leader of Fortorus, and though I supposedly waited here for his verdict each day, I had never set eyes on him. If he was here, he never showed up. He never came to witness the daily denigration we endured or acknowledge the crappy way we were treated, but still, we stood here, every day, cold, exhausted, and waiting—just in case today was the day the Commander General decided to grace us with his presence.

My toes curled inside what little leather remained of my shoes, anger and resentment simmering within me. Those emotions were the only thing keeping me warm. My teeth chattered as I gazed ahead at the endless line of women. We were everywhere. Hundreds of women, maybe more, all dressed in the dull, gray, and tattered regulation uniforms, kept in check by numerous sentries in their navy-blue uniforms and clutching their automatic weapons—weapons designed to maim and kill those women who didn’t toe the line. This was what my country had become. In a few short years, we had gone from a free, functioning, liberal democracy to a place where it was not only acceptable to round up law-abiding citizens, pen them in prisons for no better reason than the incumbent government had deemed it the correct course of action, but to summarily execute those who had an opinion and dared to voice it. I’d had the misfortune to witness those murders and brutality that even now turned my stomach. I’d seen the sentries break women’s jaws with the steel toes of their boots, and I’d heard their sick jeers when they’d dragged innocent individuals off to their quarters. There was no need to ask what transpired there. The anguish in her eyes later told me everything I needed to know about what qualified as entertainment in Fortorus. I’d learned early to keep my head down and my mouth shut, praying that was enough.

Often, it wasn’t, though, not if you were one of the guilty—not if you were a woman. Women who were once professionals, leaders, company bosses, and police officers. Women who’d once tended to their elderly and their children. Not now, though. Now, it didn’t matter what those women had been trained for or what qualifications or experience they had. They were nothing, stripped of all their rights and responsibilities, of their security codes and savings. Each woman was the property of the state—of Fortorus. Creatures to be herded and mocked, numbers on some goddamn spreadsheet. Treated with disdain and viewed as contemptible by everyone, including the law.

Our crime? What, you wonder, had all of these women, including me, done to deserve such callous treatment? We were judged to be unworthy of the lives we’d led. Perhaps we were too promiscuous for the liking of those who now governed. Apparently, women should not take more than one lover, their husband, despite the fact the majority of those men continued their own extramarital dalliances right under the noses of the baying public. Or maybe we were childless. To have reached the age of twenty-five and not have married and produced a child was considered the height of selfishness under the new order, and those of us guilty of such a crime had found ourselves flung into lorries that brought us here.

There was a multitude of alleged sins that could mean a one-way trip to Fortorus, but that had been mine. At thirty-six, I had been single and happy with little desire for a family. But that wasn’t allowed now, and to set the right example for younger women, I’d been sentenced to this place. Who knew the purpose? I didn’t know if it was supposed to reform me in some propagated way or just teach me a lesson. All I knew was neither would work. I’d grown up in a world where little girls had every opportunity. Our gender had thrown off the shackles of the past, and we were free to make our own choices. But those ideas were now things of a bygone age—an imprint of old books the machine now sought to rewrite. Look what happened to the world when women were allowed to roam! Look what happened to society! Those were the reasons why we needed to be controlled, decisions made for us, and those who had a proven track record in rebellion from the new norms were sent away.

Women like me.

Women like all of us shivering here in the morning breeze.

I pulled in a deep breath, steadying myself as the wind whipped past me once more. We ate very little, and added to the inadequate living conditions, disease was rife, but I refused to give in. Illness was just another enemy, a thing to counter and resist—a tool employed by the state to use against us.

“Behold, a colony of whores!”

My muscles tensed as the Commander ahead shouted the usual insult. He stood on a wooden platform they’d erected for these daily briefings, his smug smirk tearing right through me. In all the weeks I had stood here, the men had never grown weary of using the term whore, and my reaction was always the same. I hated them, and I hated their derogatory language. If a whore was a woman who’d enjoyed her sexuality, I saw no issue with that. It was narrow-minded little men like the ones in charge who projected the prejudice. It seemed they were intimidated by our sexual prowess. Perhaps that had been the root of the problem in the first place? Maybe it had always been the case?

A rumble of laughter echoed around us as the dorm leaders chuckled in response.

“The country is far better without any of you. Britain has been emancipated, and now it is free. Free of your poison. Free of the toxins your selfishness has polluted society with, and until it decides how to deal with your crimes, you remain at Fortorus. Our property. Our problem.”

My jaw tightened at his bullshit. I was no one’s property, and even though I knew the laws had changed and Fortorus was my fate, I refused to accept I ever would be. I had a fucking Ph.D., for God’s sake. Likely, I was brighter than any of the men here, yet somehow, they had the right to treat me this way, to talk to me like this. The sense of impotency was infuriating, building inside until my head ached with the overwhelming powerlessness, and all the while, the same, aimless questions rattled around my mind.

How had we let this happen? When had the world become such an insidious place, and critically, how on Earth could we grapple back our rights? How could we get out of Fortorus?

“Looking down on you, it’s easy to see why you’ve ended up here. You lack moral fiber. You lack mettle, and you lack substance. We need you off the streets and away from those young, vulnerable girls who might think of you as role models. We intend to use you as examples of a very different kind.” His lips stretched into a thin grin, and despite the fury bubbling within me, that sense of dread began to bloom. “After we’ve taught the necessary lessons and got our fill, of course.”

“Let me offer this one as a starter for ten, Commander Cormack.”

I turned my head at the sound of Mitchell’s voice, his shrill tone sending the usual shudder up the length of my spine, but I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been dragging Fern into his office by her hair. I’d feared the worst. I always did, but now, here he was, and this time, he was yanking her toward Cormack and the other guards. My gaze drank in the sight of Fern, her tiny limbs stretched by his tight grasp, her eyes red from tears, yet dark and terrorized. I didn’t know what Mitchell had done to her in that room, but I could guess. Nausea rose from my belly to my throat at the mere thought, but I fought to keep it down.

“Commander Mitchell?” Cormack’s brow rose as Mitchell delivered Fern’s trembling form onto the elevated platform. “What have we here?”

“Just another whore.” Mitchell glanced around and started to laugh, the sound echoed by the dozens of other men dressed in navy, their eyes cold as the cruel sound was picked up and carried by the breeze. “But one who doesn’t know how lucky she is.”

“Pray tell us what the whore is guilty of?”

They were enjoying this. Their exaggerated smiles and cocky swaggers were in stark contrast to the quivering wreck they’d turned Fern into. Poor Fern. My friend, whose only crime had been to have a string of monogamous relationships in the last few years. A whore, apparently. Just like the rest of us.

“She couldn’t agree that she and the other whores in Gamma are all overindulged little madams,” Mitchell began. “Too used to getting what they want on demand. Used to overwhelming and manipulating men. Used to running riot.”

He paused, presumably for some type of dramatic effect, but all I could hear was the shrill pitch of the wind as it rushed past my ears, as though it, too, was goading me. It was free while I was a captive, a prisoner of my own state.

“How disappointing.” Cormack’s dulcet tone managed to make it above the sound of the rising wind. “It seems our whores still have a lot to learn.”

He and Mitchell turned to Fern, now forced to her knees between them.

“I suggest an impromptu penance, Commander.” Mitchell’s voice was practically gleeful. “Six licks of the whip to remind the whore of her place.”

I gasped at his verdict, the sense of injustice swirling and threatening to rise up into something dangerous. How dare they contemplate such a thing—how dare they even think it! But they did think it, and I wasn’t naive enough to think they wouldn’t go through with the dreadful act. I had seen enough women have to endure the whip since my arrival.

“Fine,” Cormack sighed theatrically. “Since the Commander General chooses not to join us today, we have time for this punishment. Get the whore ready.”

He gestured for Mitchell to continue with one signal of his hand, and I stood, paralyzed with horror as the nefarious leader of Gamma pulled Fern to her feet toward the dreaded whipping post. There wasn’t a woman at Fortorus who didn’t know and fear that place. Looming high above the platform, it was constructed of wood, with two metal shackles that hung welded to the top of the post. Designed to hold women in place while the men here enacted whatever cruel fates they deemed necessary, the post was a nightmarish location, the scene of so many horrific events in recent weeks. Now, it was to be the place poor tiny Fern met Mitchell’s whip.

I panted at the unfairness, prompting Sally beside me to glance in my direction.

“Caroline, are you okay?” Sally’s voice was hushed and laced with the standard sense of terror that, at any moment, her rule-breaking might be caught and penalized.

I nodded, though I could sense the tears burning in my eyes.

Squeezing my hand, she leaned a little closer. “She’ll be okay. Fern is tough. She will be okay.”

Pushing out a breath, I hoped to God Sally was right, but by the time I glanced back to the platform, fresh alarm flooded my senses. She was already secured in the terrible restraints, forced onto her tiptoes to accommodate their height. My gaze darted right to find the malicious smile of Mitchell. His attention was on the long, black bullwhip in his hands, snaking the length around his palm as he considered his latest twisted plan.

“Gentlemen.” He motioned to the two sentries standing either side of Fern’s strung-up body. “Bare the whore.”

My eyes squeezed closed at the command. Of course, I should have guessed it was coming. It was always this way. The men here didn’t just get off on hurting the women, they wanted to humiliate them as well. Baring them in public, in the cold morning air, so their weapons of choice could be even more fiendish. My lids saved me from the moment the brutes ripped the dress from Fern’s back, but they couldn’t protect me from the sounds. I heard the fabric when it tore, the noise sending a jolt through me and forcing my eyes open. A dull sense of duty filled me, the gnawing certainty that I had to face the reality of what was about to transpire. If Fern had to endure the whip, the least I could do was bear witness, but God, I didn’t want to. Fern was the closest thing to a real friend I had here. She was someone who gave a damn about me and everything we had been through. The last thing I wanted to do was watch that bastard Mitchell attack her. It was men like him who should be strung-up and beaten, not diminutive women like Fern. Women who’d done nothing more than be themselves and refuse to ingratiate themselves with monsters like Mitchell.

“Six strokes, whore.”

Mitchell eyed Fern’s bared flesh, her skin exposed from her shoulders down to her ass. I swallowed at the ignominy of her position, revealed and unable to cover herself, held in the most ungainly way, and now had the whip to bear. I wanted to cry for her, but something inside was strong, refusing to succumb to the wave of emotion the injustice had provoked. These men were leviathans, and with the law on their side, along with the voice of the so-called moral majority, they had virtual impunity. I had to be strong—for Fern. She would need me to take care of her later when she was bloodied and bruised. She’d need my shoulder to cry on.
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