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Prologue

Tom McAbee
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STARING OUT AT THE Thames, pride ballooned in my chest. I’d done it! After months of negotiating, striking back-hand deals with men I didn’t trust, and pouring time and money into the agenda, the tide had turned.

“McAbee?”

I turned at Carson’s voice, his grin mirroring my own.

“What are you doing out here?”

“Just breathing it all in, brother.” 

I inhaled to reinforce the point, patting him on the back as he leaned against the rusty rail separating us from the dirty river. The Thames was a good analogy for the state of the country; polluted and grim, its torrent ceaseless and powerful. The women of Britain were like the waterway, both abhorrent and essential.

“The fresh air, you mean?” He snorted, glancing around at the gray skies. “London is the wrong place for that.”

“But it’s the right place for power.” My lips curled as everything I’d achieved washed over me again. “A good place to seize control.”

“I reckon we’ve already done that.” Carson leaned against the metal, eyeing a group of women walking behind us. “Soon enough, it’ll be our laws that rule the land. Your laws, Tom.”

“You were right the first time.” I couldn’t resist my growing smile. “They’re our laws.” 

I’d known Colin Carson since college. He was one of the few people I truly trusted, and his public relations experience had been critical to our progress. He’d been correct when he’d given me the credit for the genesis of the idea and the final breakthrough, but I wasn’t a fool. The pressure of men like him had made the legislative changes possible. Real social change was difficult to enact alone.

“Are you ready for what’s to come?” His thinning hair caught in the breeze as his eyes fixed on me.

“I can’t wait.” Meeting his eyes, I smirked. “These so-called ladies have it coming.”

“You know I agree,” he went on. “But we can’t be naïve. There’ll be a wall of opposition to the new legislation, and some of it might even be violent. We should be prepared.”

“I’ll handle the opposition.” 

My focus fell back to the dreary water, endless gushes of it rushing past. With the new statute signed, my pals and I had snatched power from right under the noses of the elected officials. It would take a few weeks for the full fall-out to be felt, but that day of reckoning was coming. Fast.

“We have control of the army now, and we’ve already started to convene our own men—guys who want to take back control and help the new order.”

“You’re right.” Carson nodded. “We’ve thought of everything. There’ll be no loose ends.”

“Except one.” I sighed, gripping the railing as I thought of the one woman beyond my reach.

“Still no sign of Ronnie?” Carson’s tone was sympathetic, though in truth, he’d never liked her.

“Nothing.” I gritted my teeth. “It’s like she’s just fallen off the planet, but she’s out there somewhere. With my son.”

“We’ll find them.” Shifting toward me, Carson straightened. “We’ll take the baby and make her pay.”

Turning my head, I met his determined gaze. “She’ll pay all right. There’ll be no more reprieves for Ronnie.”

Chapter One

Ronnie Hudson

––––––––
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EIGHT MONTHS LATER

Cradling the baby to my chest, I settled against the old, uncomfortable cushion. Desperate not to wake the infant, I shifted, trying not to focus on the glaring number of things that were wrong. I didn’t have a permanent address, a place my precious tiny bundle and I could call home, I was fast running out of money, and thanks to my previous lover, I was public enemy number one.

There were too many things to preoccupy my thoughts, numerous reasons to never get another wink of sleep, but staring down at my baby’s big blue eyes, I realized the only one that mattered was right there in my arms.

“Finally sleeping?” Pam smiled as she crept into the camper van.

“Yes,” I whispered. “Thank God.”

“It will get easier,” she assured me, coming to gaze at us.

“Will it?”

“Yes.” Her voice was deeper, conveying more resolve. “You’re doing a great job, Mum.” She’d started calling me by the nickname once the baby arrived. Reaching for me, she patted my shoulder. “You should give yourself more credit.”

“It’s thanks to you.” Emotion bubbled with my gratitude. “I’d have never survived without you.”

Pam had been my guardian angel over the last year, not only helping me through pregnancy, but also outwitting the authorities. She adapted to life on the run as if she’d been born for the role.

“You’re strong.” She straightened, wandering to the kettle. “Women always are.”

“We have to be.” 

I hadn’t intended my words to be so fatalistic, but neither of us could deny how relevant they were. Things had gone from bad to worse in the country since I’d given birth. Tom’s radical party had seized control, overturning the fools who’d allowed them into parliament and rewriting legislation as they went. Just as he’d prophesized, women were soon second-class citizens, unable to own property, vote, or even visit a restaurant unaccompanied. Tom and his cronies had set back gender equal opportunities by more than one hundred years with the stroke of a pen.

“Yes.” She glanced at me thoughtfully as steam rose from the tiny counter. Everything in this new world was small and single-serving, from the mini-fridge that housed what little fresh food we could get our hands on, to the living space, but I was thankful. Without Pam, I’d have been homeless and helpless, or worse, in Tom’s custody. “Yes, we will.”

“What do you think is going to happen?”

It was the sixty-four-million-dollar question. The one which plagued every waking thought and permeated my dreams. It was one thing to live like this, to survive on a day-to-day basis, but another to look ahead without hope. Every woman in the country had been damned thanks to Tom’s lunatic rhetoric, but in his heart, it was me he wanted. I was the one who’d wronged him, attacked him and run away, taking his baby with me. For every woman he controlled and tormented, I was the target.

“No one knows.” Pam shrugged, pouring the hot water into two chipped mugs. “These are desperate times. We have to keep our heads down and stay alive. We have a baby to think about.” She gestured toward the infant nuzzling at my breast.

“I know.” I sighed, the weight of the world’s woes pressing into my shoulders. “But I just don’t know how.”

“It’s always been the same,” she answered, tearing a tea bag from our depleted stocks. “People don’t have a choice about the era they live in. Difficult times are just thrust upon them.”

“I know.” I repeated, my brows knitting. “I’m sorry. I’m feeling sorry for myself.”

“You’re doing brilliantly.” Falling to her haunches, she passed the mug into my free hand. “Here. Drink up. All that breastfeeding’s taking it out of you.”

“Thanks.” I managed a smile. “Anything new to report in the world?” My tone was optimistic, but I regretted the question at once.

“Nothing good, I’m afraid.” 

Pam kept us constantly on the move, but from time to time, she would access state media online and keep abreast of developments. We knew phones were being tracked, so we kept our updates brief and sporadic, but even if we’d had the cash, there was no way to purchase a new SIM card. Women no longer had the right to enter shops unaccompanied by a man, and we suspected my face was well known to the authorities. 

I’d noticed that Pam had taken to not sharing any news with me, and in a way, I was grateful. Ignorance was bliss. 

“Where are we now?” Deciding to ignore the matter altogether, I changed the subject. “Still in Scotland?”

“Yes.” She sipped at her black tea. We had run out of milk months ago. “It might be marginal, but I still think we’re safer here. Your ex’s reach is vast, but it’s weaker in Scotland. We’ll travel the coast road and head for the Highlands.”

“Okay, thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say. Pam was a warrior, and without her, I wouldn’t have made it this far. “What about food and fuel? Can I do something to make more money?”

“Don’t worry about it.” Settling cross-legged beside me, she lifted her palm to reinforce the point. “Your job is to look after your baby.”

“Come on, Pam,” I insisted. I knew we’d burned through the cash I had months ago. “I can’t expect you to feed us all.”

“I said, don’t worry about it.” Her tone was clipped. “I’ve found an income stream and it will get us by.” Her gaze lowered to her hands, cradling her mug on the floor and forcing me to drop the subject.

Glancing back to my nuzzling baby, I tried not to think about what her new income stream might be, how insalubrious the scheme was, or what she had to do to make ends meet, but I couldn’t ignore the pang of guilt echoing in my chest. I had brought her to this woeful place—me and my needs. My drama had come knocking and collapsed her whole house of cards.

“I need to get some rest.” Her attention drilled into me as she climbed to her feet. “I want to limit most of our movement to the hours of darkness. They have fewer patrols then.”

The knot of guilt inside furled into panic. We had heard about the so-called patrols. Groups of men in black vans who stopped motorists, broke into properties, and rounded up unsuspecting women. Fortunately, we hadn’t seen any this far north, but reports from England suggested the country was swathed in them, and worse still, there were rumors about where they were taking women once they’d found them. I shivered at the memory of what we’d heard as I swung my legs from the small bed.

“Here.” I signaled to my place. “Rest for a while.”

“No way,” she insisted. “I’ll doze up front. You and the baby need this space.”

“No, Pam. I mean it. You need to get some sleep for all our benefits. I’ll take this one out for some fresh air. It can’t be good being cooped up in here all day long.” 

She eyed me skeptically. “Are you sure?”

“Of course.” I wanted to hug her, to throw my arms around the woman who had literally saved my skin, but the baby in my arms meant that was impossible. “Just grab me another blanket, will you?”

Nodding, she reached for another baby rug and helped me wrap it around the sleeping infant.

“Thanks.” I kissed the side of her face as I headed for the door. 

“Don’t be long,” she called. 

“Why?” My feet halted as I glanced over my shoulder. “Do you know something I should be aware of?”

“No.” She laughed, but something about the hilarity was contrived and unsettling. “I only mean it’s cold out there, and too much of that won’t be good for either of you.”

“Oh.” My lips twitched as I tried to decipher whether that was the real threat. “Don’t worry, we won’t be.”

Snuggling my baby into my chest, I opened the door, allowing a gust of cold air to rush past me. I hadn’t had the pleasure of seeing much of Scotland since I’d arrived. I was either tucked away out of sight or looking for somewhere in the undergrowth to pee, but one thing I could say with certainty was it was much colder than London.

“Ronnie.”

I turned at the sound of her voice to meet her eyes. “Yeah?”

“I love you guys.”

I smiled, blowing her a kiss. “We love you too, Auntie Pam.”

Chapter Two

Tom

Pulling up to the location, I gazed out at the gray sky. I swore there hadn’t been a single day of sunlight for weeks, but if the weather was the universe’s way of showing scorn for my plans, it would have to suck it up. Change was in full swing, and no power in the world was going to derail me.

“This is it?” Strider sounded unimpressed as he stretched to take in the view.

I had to admit, the scene wasn’t much to look at. The derelict warehouse was one of many we’d taken control of, spending time and money refurbing them to an acceptable standard. My lips twitched as I considered their purpose and how relevant those standards were. This was only one example of the places women would be held while awaiting judgment, though plans to build somewhere grander and more adventurous for those remaining in our custody were well underway. Arousal swelled at the enticing thought. With the reins of power in my hands, my vision for the country was rolling out nationwide, and that meant huge numbers of the women who’d exploited and manipulated men like me were about to be put in their rightful place.

“This is it.” 

I didn’t turn to meet his expectant gaze, my attention returning to the building. This was the last view some of these females would ever see before they were bundled inside—if they were even conscious when they arrived. 

“Mr. McAbee!” The door was yanked open to reveal Bellamy, his grin just as inane as I recalled. “Welcome.”

“Thanks.” I stepped out into the cool air, shaking the palm already thrust in my direction. 

“I believe you’ve met Matt Strider?” I motioned behind me, knowing Strider wouldn’t be far behind. “He’ll be the man in charge of this and all the other units.”

“Of course.” Bellamy greeted Strider with the same preposterous smile. “Good to see you again.”

“So, how’s it going?” I interrupted the pleasantries to focus the assembled men on why we were there. This was the first unit ready for inspection, and I couldn’t wait to see what Bellamy had done with my blueprints.

“We think you’re going to be so excited about the renovations.” Bellamy’s eyes shone as his palm extended toward the warehouse.

“I hope so.” Sliding my hands into my pockets, I noticed that the air was so cold I could see my breath. “Shall we go inside?”

“Yes.” Turning, he led the way, explaining as he went. “To the left, you’ll see the cargo entrance.” He signaled in that direction. 

“That’s where they’ll be brought into the building?” I veered toward it, eager to see for myself. All those nights I fantasized about this reality and it was finally coming to fruition. I was heady with excitement.

“That’s right.” 

I could hear the pride in Bellamy’s voice.

“Though we’ll be taking the VIP entrance.”

Nodding, I hurried to join him and Strider, waving our security detail away. Ever since I’d assumed power, I’d been tailed constantly by armed guards. Apparently, it was the price of power, but frankly, it was one I was already tiring of. If the rebels seriously thought they had a chance of taking me on, good luck to them. Those deluded women didn’t stand a chance. I was virtually untouchable. Nothing short of a mortal god.

“So, this is the foyer...” 

From up ahead, Bellamy was prattling on about the light fittings in the reception hall, but I couldn’t care less about how difficult they’d been to source. Didn’t he know that I only wanted to get to the good stuff? The rooms he’d prepared for those morally corrupt females who’d soon be frequenting them.

“What about the cages?” I couldn’t repress the eagerness in my tone, my pulse racing at the concept of caging the reprobates my men would round up and deliver there. The vans had already started the work. That’s why units like this were so important.

“They’re this way, sir.” Bellamy’s lips curled as he guided us through the huge double doors, his security pass permitting access. Striding along a dark hallway, he reached a door on the left before he turned to meet my eyes. “We spent a lot of time working on your requests.”

“What room is this?” Christ, I was like a kid at Christmas.

“The processing room.” Swiping his pass against the panel, he pushed the door open. “The place inmates will be sorted upon arrival.”

“And by sorted, he means stripped.” Strider’s tone was wry as he wandered after Bellamy.

“Damn right,” I answered, following him. “These bitches are going to learn their only purpose in life is to serve and entertain. The least they can be while doing so is naked.”

Strider laughed, the noise reverberating around the sparse sterile space. Glancing around, the silver décor was precisely what I’d had in mind. Rows of metal cages along the sides of the walls, presumably designed for large dogs, were ready to be put to better use, and three sturdy-looking tables waited in the center.

“These look like operating tables.” I strode toward the closest one, grazing my fingers over its cold and unyielding surface. 

“Very good, Mr. McAbee.” Bellamy nodded. “They are the very same. Perfect for those who arrive a little worse for wear.”

Strider turned to me. “Isn’t the plan for the majority to be drugged?”

“It’ll certainly make snatching them from the streets much easier.” I chuckled, relieved to finally be able to call a spade a spade. I’d spent so much time polishing the propaganda, sometimes even I believed it, but the truth was, women had already lost their rights. My men would take them whatever their views, and if the sedatives helped the course, so be it.

“What happens here?” Strider probed, testing Bellamy.

Bellamy’s gaze flitted to me. “As far as I understand, the women will be brought here and a decision will be made about whether or not they stay.”

“That’s right,” I affirmed. “Although, I expect my men to be able to determine the difference on the streets.”

“You are basing the judgment on their chest size.” Bellamy’s tone was cynical. “Is that right?”

“You’ve seen the evidence for yourself.” I was characteristically defensive, though everyone in the room knew I’d cherry-picked the research myself, paying off the right professors to give me the answers I wanted. With money came ease and power, and my new friends had deep pockets and closed minds. “Women with small tits are morally unworthy.”

“This is all because you’ve always liked big tits, ain’t it?” Strider chuckled, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Your secret is safe with us.”

My gaze narrowed as I met his eyes. I liked the guy and knew I needed him, but sometimes he skimmed a dangerous line. “My preferences are irrelevant.” Though we both knew that was bullshit. “We have the stats to back up the assertions.”

“Of course we do.” Strider’s brow rose. “We have the stats to back up any assertion.”

“Right.” I relaxed, realizing he was only jesting and I needed to chill out. I’d been so highly strung in the last few months, watching my plans come together. Maybe I needed to take a leaf out of Strider’s book and enjoy myself occasionally. “The truth is, we all know small tits are less attractive and provide men with less pleasure. It’s better we use them for the highest purpose possible.”

“Which is?” Strider grinned, as if he didn’t already know the answer.

“Repopulating the country.” My back straightened as I wandered back to the corridor. “These places will funnel cattle into my farms.”

“Cattle?” Bellamy looked confused. 

“Yes,” I confirmed. “As far as I’m concerned, it’s never too early in the process to start breeding them. If the guys working here want to give it a go, let’s encourage it.”

“We can offer financial incentives.” The dark glint I knew and respected shone in Strider’s gaze. “A bonus to the first who can knock someone up.”

“Nice. I like it.” Leaning against the door frame, I breathed in the sickly antiseptic smell of the place. “I christen this Warehouse One. Let’s get its doors open by the end of the week.”

Chapter Three

Ronnie

The truck stop seemed secluded. Pulling across the graveled concrete, Pam cut the engine and switched off the lights. 

“Are you sure this is the right place?” 

I didn’t know why I asked. We had both heard the reports and knew this was the location. Since the patriarchy had taken control of state media and social media, those of us who wanted to fight had resorted to using CB radios. They were harder for the authorities to trace and enabled us to keep in touch. Naturally, we’d concocted our own code, helping us to communicate while those with prying ears remained clueless. It was one tiny victory in a world of gloom.

“Yes.” Pam patted my hand reassuringly. “This is it. Want me to take sleeping beauty?” She gestured to the baby dozing against my chest.

“No, it’s okay.” I smoothed back Gabriel’s soft hair, kissing his crown. “He sleeps better when he’s with me.” 

Although, the truth was, I think I enjoyed the comfort every inch as much as my son. At around nine months old, he was getting a little large for the baby carrier we’d managed to get our hands on, but I didn’t care. Keeping him close was imperative. Aside from me, he was the most wanted soul in the country, and I shuddered to think what Tom would do if he ever got his hands on either of us.

“Mother’s touch, huh?” Pam’s smile was just visible in the shadows. “I understand. Come on, let’s get going.”

Climbing out of the vehicle, we closed the doors quietly and started on foot to the meeting place. Away from the deserted parking lot, we headed through the trees. The rendezvous was somewhere in this woodland. 

Cradling Gabriel’s head, I breathed in the smell of him. Even after all this time, I could never get enough of him. Pam had expected a daughter when I’d finally gone into labor, but with her support, it was a son I’d pushed into the world. I’d named him Gabriel, after the angel who’d visited Mary in the bible—a desperate omen that brighter times were ahead—and every time I looked at him, I knew I was right. Things had to get better. I had to keep fighting. If not for me and my generation, then for his.

“Identify yourself.” 

I stalled at the unknown voice, turning away as a flashlight shone in my face.

“Mary and Joseph.” Pam shook her head as she stepped forward. “Let us pass.” 

The light lowered, and a tall stranger stepped forward. “Really?” Her focus flitted from Pam to me. “Is it really you?”

“Of course it’s us.”

I loitered behind, letting Pam do the talking, though I couldn’t help smiling at our code names. Word had got out that I’d once dated the maniacal man now calling himself our leader, and that I’d birthed his only child. It seemed our presence was met with a mix of disgust and awe.

“You’re Mary, right?” The unknown woman strode in my direction, waving the light around until it illuminated my face. 

“Right.” I held out my palm, blocking the beam from Gabriel. “Do yourself a favor and don’t wake the baby.”

“Welcome, welcome!” 

I glanced past the one with the flashlight to identify another woman in the darkness. 

“Excuse Bernadette. She’s not the friendliest of our number, but she’s loyal.”

“Hey,” the woman with the light grumbled. “You make me sound like a fucking dog!”

“No insult intended,” laughed the other. “But let’s be friendly, shall we? We have enough enemies in the world without turning on each other.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Stepping forward, I used what little light radiated from the torch and met the newcomer’s out-stretched hand. “Who are you?”

“Magdalene.” She flashed me a grin. “I wanted Mary, but it was taken.”

I chuckled at her quip, still amused that we’d all chosen biblical names as though our cause was some pseudo-religious crusade. The truth was, faithful or not, Tom was coming for us all. “Yeah, sorry about that.”

“How far to the meeting?” Pam interrupted.

“A few feet this way.” Magdalene signaled behind her. “Follow me.”

She turned, leading us through more foliage. “This must be your baby.” 

Her lips curled as she gestured to Gabriel, and I wrapped a protective arm around his sleeping form. It didn’t matter to me that he was starting to weigh a ton and would soon be too heavy to carry like this. I wanted him close.

“Yes.”

“Poor little thing,” Bernadette muttered from my left. 

“He’s safe,” Pam interjected.

“That’s not what I meant.” 

“You’re referring to his father.” My jaw tensed at her unspoken inference. 

“Exactly.” The tall woman glared, judgment oozing from her gaze.

“She didn’t choose to have his baby, you know.” Pam’s response was little more than a snarl. “And we didn’t come here for judgment. We get enough of that from the men.”

“Joseph’s right.” Magdalene’s tone was lighter, but I heard the mettle in it. “That’s enough, Bernadette.”

“He forced himself on me.” 

My brow furrowed as the words bled from my lips. I didn’t know why I was confiding such personal information to complete strangers, or why I felt the need to justify myself to them, but it seemed important. This sisterhood of resistance was all we had left, and the idea that they had already tried and convicted me was pulverizing. 

“I never wanted any of this.” Emotion bubbled in my throat, and I turned my face away.

“Of course you didn’t,” Pam snapped. “Now look what you’ve done.”

“I’m sorry.” The one calling herself Magdalene threw an arm around me, pulling me into an awkward embrace. “We have no right to judge. No one does.”

“Thanks.” I shook her off, sniffing back tears. “Now that I’ve got my son, I wouldn’t trade him for the world. Motherhood’s a hill I’m prepared to die on.”

“You and me both, sister.” Bernadette inched closer. “I’m sorry I was such a bitch. It’s not an excuse, but it seems to be my perpetual safety defense mechanism.”

Glancing up, I met her eyes in the half-light. Only the beam of her flashlight provided any illumination in the shadows. “I get it. Times are tough for us all.”

“So, he’s a boy.” Magdalene gazed down at the top of Gabriel’s head. 

“Yeah.” I pulled him closer against my chest.

“That’s ironic.” Bernadette’s brow rose.

“It’s an opportunity,” I corrected. “A chance to teach the next generation of men better than we did the last.”

Silence swirled around us as we absorbed the truth of my words.

“God knows we’ll need them on our side if things are ever going to improve,” Bernadette mused aloud.

“It’s not about sides,” I countered, irritated, even though she’d already apologized. “It’s about respect. I don’t know about you, but I’m fighting for a better world where we can all live together, despite our differences.”

“That sounds nice.” Magdalene smiled.

“Excuse our Mary.” Pam chuckled. “She’s a bit of an idealist.”

I shot my old friend a glare. “I am not! I’m merely a product of my time, and this country needs some fucking ideals.”

Evidently, no one could argue with that.

“Come on, then.” Magdalene beckoned us forward. “Most of the others have already assembled. Let’s get started.”

Protecting Gabriel, I pushed back the remaining branches to reach the small clearing. I glanced up to find somewhere in the region of fifty women gathered—the roots of the resistance. It wasn’t a huge number, but every group had to start somewhere. My focus flitted around the throng, making out what I could from the limited amount of light we had. There was a mix of ages and races, though every adult there was female and subject to the lunatic new laws.

“Ladies.” Magdalene raised her voice, calling everyone to attention. “Thank you all for coming. We know what’s at stake.”

Pam stepped beside me, smiling down at Gabriel. Mothers or not, we were all acutely aware of what we risked if our desire to fight was quashed. We couldn’t let Tom and the other monsters around him win. Men like that couldn’t be allowed to get their way.

“Let’s start with a quick update.” Bernadette clapped her hands together. 

“The world has gone to shit,” grumbled a woman from the other side of the clearing. “What else is there to say?” 

“A lot more, actually.” Bernadette’s gaze narrowed. “The madmen in charge have brought in sweeping new legislation in the last few months. We might as well know what we’re up against.”

She began to rattle off a list of the new so-called rules, further restrictions on our rights and liberties. I shook my head, not wanting to hear any more, and as if he sensed my woe, Gabriel stirred at my breast.

“You brought your baby?” The woman in front of me turned, though I couldn’t tell if her tone was reverential or accusing. 

“Yes,” I answered, soothing Gabriel. He would need feeding again before too long.

“Boy or girl?”

“He’s a little boy.” I stiffened, expecting another snarky comment about his gender, but to my relief, the woman only smiled.

“He’s beautiful.” She sighed. “A reminder of what we’re all fighting for.”

“That’s right.” Lifting him out of the carrier, I kissed his cheek before finding a nearby tree and settling against it. Whatever the struggle ahead, my son was hungry.

Chapter Four

Tom

The club had always been exclusive. Once, it had dealt with ambassadors, businessmen, and other elites, but now it served my men and me exclusively. Gazing around at the stylish décor, I sipped at the expensive champagne. This was the sort of grandeur I was happy to get used to.

“I just heard back from Bellamy.”

I turned at Strider’s voice. It had been a few days since our visit to Warehouse One, and I was impatient to get things started. Everything was ready, all the pieces on the chessboard poised and prepared. I had gangs of men already collecting whores from the streets and hoarding them in their homes. I just needed places to process their finds. 

“And?”

“The first five warehouses will be operational from tomorrow.”

A shot of triumph soared in my chest. Five warehouses wouldn’t exactly turn the tide against the problems of our social decline, but they were a start.

“Good. I want another five by the end of next week.”

Strider’s brow rose. “That might be pushing it, Tom. Bellamy is only one man.”

“He has plenty of men to help him.” My jaw tightened, and forcing a breath, I glanced out into the blackness of the city. Somewhere on the streets outside, change was coming, waving a flag with my fucking face on it. We’d worked hard to realign the structures and flood the population with propagated messages, and now it was time the work paid dividends. “Send Carson to oversee if need be.”

“What was that about me?” Carson slithered in from behind my leather seat, flashing me a grin as he slunk into his own oversized leather chair. 

“I was just saying, you’ll be happy to oversee getting more warehouses open.”

Carson snorted. “Are you putting me in charge of breeding?”

“You’re already in charge,” I reminded him. “You just delegated most of the shit to Bellamy.”

“Oh, yeah.” He sniggered, lifting his bourbon to his lips. “Well, when you put it like that... what do you need?”

“Our illustrious leader wants ten warehouses open by the end of next week.” Strider’s lips twitched, his gaze sliding from Carson to me.

“Keen to get things going, are we, boss?” Carson’s tone was sardonic, but I wasn’t denying the truth of his words.

“Damn right I am.” I drained my glass, motioning for one of the scantily-clad beauties twirling around a nearby pole to come and collect my glass. I eyed her as she slinked over to me, batting her eyelashes as she accepted my flute. “Turn around.”

Biting her lip, she complied, no doubt thinking she’d be in for a substantial tip at the end of the night, when the reality was I was only sizing her up—trying to decide if she was worthy of my cock. Things were going to be a lot more straightforward once our plans were enacted. Women would be judged on their chest size and filtered to the appropriate places. Then I’d know who was worthy with little effort.

Those with the best assets could remain with us in society, though in line with the new laws, they’d cede all positions of power and influence. Men like us might want to take wives, after all—pretty little things we could show off at official events. They could bear our heirs, keeping our bloodlines clean for future generations. The knot of anger I’d tried to bury tightened in my chest. My child was out there somewhere, born to and being raised by the biggest whore of all. My free hand balled as I took in the swell of the dancer’s tits. They were mediocre at best and would rule her out of the pick as far as life partners were concerned, but she might do for a quick fuck.

Women with more modest chests—like this one—would take on menial jobs. My brow knitted, considering whether dancing counted as menial. The country would still need women to cook and clean, and this group of girls would be perfect. They were all naturally qualified for the jobs, after all. It would require no training. The final group—the throng from which my ex, Ronnie, was from—were those with B cups or less. Our new legislation had already snatched their rights away, and soon, we’d take their liberty as well. These whores needed men to make them contribute. They’d be taken to our warehouses and, assuming they made the cut, caged and ready to ship out to our farms—a new generation of breeding stock.

“Get out of here.” I slapped the dancer’s ass, ignoring the way her gaze widened as she scuttled away. My attention turned back to the men sitting with me—the two people I trusted more than anyone else. “I’ve had an idea.”

“Uh-oh.” Carson rolled his eyes. “What now?”

“I’ve come up with a way we can easily assess a woman’s worthiness.”

“Won’t that be obvious?” Strider asked. “The ones with no tits will be farmed out.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “But this idea will apply to them all. It’ll be a more visible sign of strata.”

“Go on,” Strider encouraged. “Tell us.”

“Color.” My grin widened as I took in their puzzled expressions.

“Skin color?” Carson asked, perplexed.

“No.” I shook my head. “You know I’ve never been a racist.”

“Then what?” Strider’s tone had characteristic impatience. 

“Hair color.” I glanced between them to see how my revelation had been received.

“Hair color?” Strider sounded skeptical. As always.

“Yes. Let’s use the bitches’ own assets against them. Just like we have with their tits.”

Carson’s brow rose. “I’m listening.”

“I haven’t finalized the idea yet, but how about we dye their hair to indicate their social position? I’m thinking the ones with the biggest, juiciest jugs get red hair to make them stand out. The ones doing the unskilled jobs can have theirs dyed blue, and...” My voice trailed away as I contemplated what to do with the whores.

“Why bother with hair at all for the whores?” Carson shrugged. “By the time they reach the farms, it’ll only be a liability and susceptible to infestations. Let’s just shave them.”

“I like it.” His suggestion struck a chord in my head. “It works on two levels. We further dehumanize them, and we get to keep the farms lice-free.” I clapped my palms together. “Well done, old man!”

Carson arched a brow at me. “Less of the old, McAbee.”

We laughed at his feigned offense as the idea continued to form.

“But I don’t particularly like redheads,” Strider complained. “If those are the ones we get to choose from, it’s not going to do much for me.”

“I’m sure we can have a few exceptions.” I chuckled, my gaze landing on the door as it was flung open. There would always be exceptions for my friends and me.

“Mr. McAbee.” Porter, the guy we’d put in charge of running the club, stood at the door, bowing theatrically. “Here are the ladies you requested.”

I glanced behind him to see a line of women being led into the exclusive lounge. “Thank you, Porter. Bring them here.”

Carson and Strider straightened as the women approached. Most had already been stripped to their lingerie, although likely none of them guessed at the honor awaiting them. This hand-picked selection was the first to be judged, and since I was the instigator of the new world order, I would reside as adjudicator.

“Do you know who we are?” I motioned to my friends, watching the females’ expressions. A few looked shocked and nervous, uncomfortable in their own skin, but most clearly thought they’d been chosen for some great reward. The thought was laughable.

“Yes.” A natural redhead stepped forward, her obvious curves saving her, although I did not appreciate her tone. “You’re the men who run the country.”

“Very good.” My gaze traveled over the swell of her chest and along her midriff. She might have assets ample enough to save her from the farms and a life of menial servitude, but she could do with losing some weight. I hoped this wasn’t going to be the quality we were left with once the whores had been filtered out. “Come here.”

I beckoned her forward with one finger. “Do you know what you’re here for?”

“No, Mr. McAbee.” She blushed, glancing behind her to her friends excitedly. 

“You’re here to be the first.” I rose as she inched toward me. “To set an example.”

“You’re going to hurt us, aren’t you?” A slip of a girl with wide brown eyes asked the question, and one glance at her tiny tits revealed she had reasons to be concerned.

“I don’t harm,” I informed her, but even as I spoke, my men were moving in from all sides, ushering the existing staff from the room and brandishing weapons at every possible exit. “But I am here to judge.”

“Ju-judge what?” That came from another of the trembling throng, but I hadn’t the appetite to determine which one. It didn’t matter. They would all be assessed.

“You.” I grinned, raising one hand to instruct a line of men to move into position behind them. “Just like all women.”

“But what have we done?” The redhead’s gaze widened. “I thought you wanted us for a good time.”

“Oh, we’ll have a good time,” I assured her. “You’re quite safe, my dear. Head over there to my friend, Ben.” I motioned toward one armed guard. “He’ll take care of you.”

I rose, moving past her, and didn’t wait to see if she complied, though Carson’s laughter and her shriek suggested Ben may have helped her along a little.

“Wh-what are you going to do?” The demand came from a pasty brunette, whose assets might just save her from the farms, but wouldn’t be enough to prevent her a life of service.

“I’m not going to do anything,” I answered with a smirk. “You’re going to.”

“Wh-what?” Puzzlement was etched into her pale complexion. 

“You’re going to strip,” I told her, addressing them all. “We want everything off and then your tits will be measured.”

The women glanced at each other in panic, and then, as if they’d all received silent instructions, one and then the next turned to acknowledge the armed men behind them.

“Oh, God!” one gasped, clinging to the skinny one beside her. “They’ve all got guns!’

“No harm will come to you this evening if you just do as you’re told.” I patted Strider on the shoulder as I passed him. “Strip now and submit for measurement.”

It was astonishing that none of them knew their fate. Our laws had been in place for months, but these things took time to expedite, and apparently, our propaganda had done its job. Most of the women out there didn’t realize what waited for them.

“And then what?” The waif-like woman was almost in tears. “You have no right to do this. You have no right to judge us.”

I rolled my eyes at her predictable response. I wasn’t sure what Porter had told them to achieve their initial compliance, but it seemed a few of them were expecting drinks and sex. That was ironic and symptomatic of everything that was wrong with this country. Young, healthy women offered their sex to all and sundry, and no doubt there wasn’t a single one among the group who’d contemplated motherhood. It seemed I had arrived just in time. Selfishness and sin had become an epidemic.

“Actually, I have every right.” I didn’t have to explain myself to a whore who would spend the rest of her miserable life being farmed out to produce the next generation, but somehow, I wanted to. I was in my element, finally able to talk to those responsible directly, and I didn’t intend to waste the chance. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but my friends and I changed the law.” My gaze scanned down the line for a single flicker of recognition of what we’d been able to achieve, but inevitably, there was no evidence of awe, only fear and the desire for self-preservation. The women in this country were worse than I thought. “That means all women will be judged, and those of child-bearing age will be allocated according to that judgment.”

You could have heard a pin drop as reality finally bit for the women assembled. Their faces were everything I had dreamed about for so long. 

“It’s time you ladies faced up to your responsibilities.” 

I gestured for my men to set to work, smiling at the pathetic pleas and screams of protests as I stalked to a nearby bar. Helping myself to another bottle of champagne, I turned and watched the show. Armed men wrestled women to the floor, yanking at their underwear and forcing their hands behind their backs. They bound them with cable ties, leaving them on their bellies for each to be inspected in turn.

It was the sweetest sight I’d ever seen.

Chapter Five

Ronnie

Resting against the ancient trunk while Gabriel fed, I listened to the women talk. In hushed tones, they shared news, gut-wrenching reports of ominous assembling groups of men, and even more disturbing rumblings about the fate awaiting the women they captured. It was like something out of a dystopian nightmare, not an overview of our country.

“It seems like things are getting worse.” One woman shivered as she huddled in her shawl.

“They’re going to get worse before they get better,” Magdalene agreed. 

She seemed to be the self-elected leader of the assembly, but I didn’t mind. It was good to be with other people again. After so many months on the road with only Pam and Gabriel for company, I’d almost forgotten I was once a social creature. 

“What do we know about these warehouses they’re setting up?” 

I turned at the question, my attention darting between its owner and Magdalene. She was older than me by at least ten years, but I imagined she had once been a fiercely attractive woman. 

“Not much,” Bernadette barked as she returned from another prowl of the perimeter. “But nothing we do know is good.”

“They seem to be some sort of holding facilities,” Magdalene went on. “A place to keep women before they’re ferried elsewhere.”

“It sounds like a goddamn concentration camp.” The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, and just about every face in the throng spun to meet mine. I shielded Gabriel from their stares, acutely aware of how exposed I was while he fed.
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