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“If liberty means anything at all 

it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.”

George Orwell
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Prologue


Caroline Craness
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IN ANOTHER TIME, IN another world, another version of me existed. She was safe, warm, and cozy. I saw her in my mind’s eye, snug and secure, the aroma of burning candles filling the air around her. That was a scent I missed. The perfume of candles melting. I’d lit them all the time when I’d written. Day after day of burning the wick, without ever stopping to appreciate the hue of its glow, the heat it emanated, or the hope its flame represented. What would I give for that small flame now? For one flicker of its warmth and courage?

Now, there was only darkness—the darkness of the new regime, Fortorus and the dreadful things that happened there, and the long shadows which stretched over the land. I had learned to fear them, the same way I’d learned to fear men, but tonight, the shadows offered something more than just terror. They offered protection, somewhere to hide, a blanket to crawl under.

“How?” I shook my head as I reached for Fern’s face and touched it softly. It was almost as though she wasn’t real, a figment of my exhausted imagination, and fleetingly I wondered if it was true as my fingertips passed down her cheek. “How did you get away from the hospital?”

“It wasn’t so hard.” Fern sniffed, shrugging as though slipping out of a maximum-security medical wing at a retention camp was just a run-of-the-mill experience. “I saw an opportunity, and I took it.” Her eyes filled with water as she pulled me close for another hard embrace. There was still nothing of the woman, but she was alive when I’d been so sure she was dead. It was nothing short of a miracle.

“Amazing.” I chuckled between the tears that fell from my own eyes, wrapping my arms beneath the large rucksack she carried and around her tiny back. “You’re amazing.”

“Gently,” she winced, pulling away for the first time. “That still hurts.”

“Of course, your wounds, I forgot.” Mentally, I chastised myself for being so selfish. “How are they? Did the antibiotics they gave you not help?”

Her brow creased. “How did you know about that, and what are you even doing here? The last I knew, you hadn’t come back from Delta when they came to take me to the hospital.”

“It’s a long story,” I replied, ignoring the wave of guilt that washed over me and the niggling paranoia. How was I going to explain the last week to Fern or to any of them? How could I justify the way I’d behaved, the pleasure I’d experienced? How could I—   “Caroline?” She licked her lips, wrapping her arms around herself, and for the first time, my gaze fell over her attire. Fern was wearing a pair of dark trousers, which looked ridiculously large for her, plus some sort of linen shirt and an oversized brown jacket. “What happened?”

I glanced up the grassy bank I’d inadvertently fallen down. “We don’t have time now,” I muttered. At any moment, any of my worst-case scenarios could unravel, and tens of sentries could flood this area, searching for us. Somehow, I’d managed to get out of Harper’s unit, make it this far, and bump into my best friend. That wasn’t just luck, it was a fucking marvel, and I wasn’t going to squander the chance. “We need to get away from here. We need to get away from Fortorus land.”

“How?” she asked, exasperated. “I’ve been stumbling around for hours, and I’ve got no idea where I am, let alone how to get out of here.”

My lips curled at her pitiful tone, so like Fern. She’d done so well, getting out of the hospital and getting this far. She was still injured, yet she’d managed this remarkable feat and even had the foresight to bring a flashlight—better than me—yet still, she couldn’t see how incredible she was. She only saw the long, dark night stretched out in front of her, not the impending aurora.

“You’ve nearly made it,” I reassured her, gesturing in the opposite direction of the one I’d stumbled down. “If we keep going that way, we’ll find the boundary fence, and based on what I’ve seen, it’s rarely guarded. They never expected any of us to get this far. They never thought we could!” My voice was an excited whisper, my racing heart testament to the potency of this moment.

For the first time in what felt like forever, there was genuine hope, a real reason to be optimistic. I had little idea of what waited for us beyond the gates of Fortorus, but whatever it was, we would take our chances. We were young and resourceful—we got this far, and we would get out of here. We would survive.

“I’m not going to ask how you know all that.” She wiped the tears from her eyes with the heel of her hand. “One day, you have to tell me.”

“Okay, deal.” I offered her a small smile. “One day, I will, when we’re warm, fed, and sitting around a roaring fire.”

She laughed softly. “You always were a fucking dreamer, Craness.”

“You’re right,” I agreed, climbing to my feet before I helped her to her full height. “Are you going to be okay?” I gestured to her injuries. “With your back, I mean?”

“Sure,” she said with a sigh. “The wounds are dressed, and they gave me rounds of drugs. They have to have helped, right?”

My lips twitched at her stoicism. “Right,” I concurred.

“I have you to thank for that, don’t I?” Her gaze bore into me as I lowered to pick up the flashlight. “The hospital and the treatment. That was due to you, wasn’t it? They would never tell me, but I mean, it can’t be a coincidence. The same night you head out for treatment and don’t return, I’m the first prisoner to be carted off to the hospital.”

“Don’t say that,” I whispered. “Don’t ever say that. You’re neither a prisoner nor a criminal. None of us have done anything wrong.”

“Except be born without a cock, you mean?” She chuckled, shaking her head before her attention returned to me. “It was you, Caroline. I’m right, aren’t I?”

I sighed, and as the air escaped my lips, some of the tension I’d been carrying seemed to slip away. “Yes, that was me, but please, let’s not get into it now. We have to go. We have to reach the boundary before the morning light.”

“Okay.” Fern reached for my left hand, giving it a squeeze. “Okay, let’s go, but whatever you did, whatever you went through to make that happen... thank you.” She blinked at me, all wide-eyes and pale skin until a semblance of the frozen organ that used to be my heart thawed deep inside.

“Enough of this mushy shit,” I mumbled, embarrassed by my response. “Let me take that pack for you, then we’re gone.”

“It’s fine,” she countered, batting away my hand as it reached for the rucksack. “It’s not a problem.”

“Not a problem, my ass!” I told her, wandering around her body to take in the sheer size of the thing. “Whatever you have in there is rubbing right against your wounds. Please, just let me carry it. We can take it in turns if you like?”

She glanced over her shoulder, meeting my gaze. “Really?”

I smiled. “Of course,” I assured the pretty elfin woman standing before me. “I put my neck on the line for you already, haven’t I? I reckon I can carry a pack a few miles.”

She sniffed, shrugging the pack from her petite shoulders. “Thank you,” she said in a tiny voice. “It doesn’t weigh a ton, but I saw a chance to grab a few essentials, and well, I seized it.”

“You did better than me,” I answered, flinging the pack onto my back. “All I managed was this get-up.”

I shone the light over Harper’s jacket briefly before directing it toward the incline we needed to climb.

“That looks like one of the commander’s uniforms,” she whispered as we turned and started the hike up the damp grass. “Do I even want to know how you managed to get your hands on those clothes?”

“Maybe not.” I flicked off the flashlight to avoid unwanted attention as we scrambled against the grass. The pack pulled against me, but I was glad to be taking the brunt of it as if the added burden could sanitize the guilt still threatening to drown me. I had no idea how I was ever going to justify the things I’d done with Harper to Fern. No clue how she could forgive me the meals, the showers, the comfortable bed, or the scintillating sex. No way I could justify my behavior. “It’s not a pretty story.”

“Well, that’s a switch,” she snorted, turning her face toward me. “And so far, Fortorus has been such a bright, cheery tale. I was expecting a happy ending.”

I grinned into the darkness. “Yeah, right. There’s no such thing as a happily ever after in the new regime. You just have to choose your poison.”

“Excellent, make mine a whiskey. I’d kill for a bourbon right about now.”

“Funny you should say that.” I laughed quietly at her shrewd assessment, my thoughts returning to the empty decanter which had once been filled with Harper’s favorite spirit. If it hadn’t been for that solid crystal, I would never have been here in the first place—never have gotten away, never have met up with Fern, never have felt the flicker of a hopeful flame again. I owed that whiskey decanter a lot. “You should know, drinking can be seriously bad for your health. Sometimes, it even kills.”

“Is that right?” I could hear the amusement in her voice. “Well, I guess I’ll have to take my chances. Reckon we’ll find someone on the outside who’ll be willing to sell us some?”

I lifted my chin into the cold night air. Who knew what we’d find beyond the limits of this hellhole, but if whiskey was what Fern needed to keep her going, then I could go with that.

“Sure,” I told her. “We’ll find a whole fucking barrel.”
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Chapter One


Adam Harper
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ARMITAGE’S BROW FURROWED as he glanced over his spectacles at me. The good doctor had already been here for an age, run every onsite test he could think of, and given me some pain relief, yet he was still insisting I go to the hospital wing for a scan.

“We should double-check your brain function, Commander General.” His tone was admonishing. “You were potentially unconscious for some time. We should be sure everything is healthy.”

I blew out a breath. He was right, and I knew he was right. That little bitch, Caroline, had done this to me. She’d whacked me on the head with my own bloody decanter, rendering me comatose before she escaped. My heart rate accelerated at her bullish audacity. Fuck, how dare she do this to me, after all the luxury and decadence I’d bestowed upon her? How could she have been so stupid, and more importantly, how had she just slipped out of my unit unnoticed? Fury rose in me as the questions lingered, but I had no time for this shit now. Ian was arriving in a matter of hours—the first Presidential visit since the inception of Fortorus—and there was still the matter of damage control to consider. I needed every man who’d witnessed me in this state—found me, called Armitage, and got me this far—to swear what had happened this morning would stay between us. I needed to trust them implicitly, and I needed them to know what I would do to them if I found out they’d breached that trust.

“Okay, but later,” I told him. “After the president has arrived and initial introductions are complete. I can go for the MRI while the commanders take him to the parade ground, so long as I’m back within the hour.”

Armitage tilted his head at my answer. “I’ll book you in for around noon, Sir, and do the scan myself. I’ll come back tonight with the results and talk through any issues.”

“Thank you.” I closed my eyes as the busy morning schedule ran through my mind. It was the most frenetic and salient few hours since Fortorus had opened its gates in the spring, and now, this had happened. Now she had happened. My fingers tightened around the glass of brandy in my hands. Caroline. Caroline fucking Craness. She was out there somewhere, and I would find her, and when I did, she was going to regret every second of what she was putting me through. Exhaling once more, my eyes flickered open, and I glanced down at my watch. It was almost seven, only two hours before the beginning of the presidential visit.

“May I suggest a hot shower and some breakfast, Sir?”

I lifted my head to find Armitage’s smirk as he typed something into his phone.

“We all enjoy a drink, but it’s a little early for my taste.”

“Yes.” I glanced down at the remaining liquor. “It’s been something of a night, but you’re right...” It wasn’t like me to take advice, let alone chastisement, but it seemed some of my fight had slipped away with the impact of the decanter, and suddenly, I was second-guessing myself. What if I’d brought this on myself? What if the affection I’d conjured for the girl had led directly to my injury and her escape? That’s what everyone would think if they found out... That’s why they could never know.

“One other thing.”

Armitage’s focus was back on me again. “Yes, Sir.”

“I want an assurance of absolute confidentiality on this.” Inhaling, I noticed the pain in my head was a little easier, the product of Armitage’s shot, I assumed, and it helped me to think. “Not just of my injuries and the treatment, but about everything you’ve seen and heard.”

“About the girl, Sir?” There was no judgment in Armitage’s voice, and placing my glass on the ground by my feet, I rose to my full height for the first time, my gaze drilling into him. I hadn’t told him anything about Caroline or the details, but fleetingly, I recalled one of the sentries filling him in on how they’d found me.

“Yes.” I decided then and there, he was right. I needed some breakfast to help me sober up. “About all of it.”

He nodded. “My discretion is guaranteed, Commander General.”

“Good. It goes without saying, I want that to extend to everyone onsite in the next few days, including the president.”

Armitage’s lips curled. “You mean, if the president was to ask about your injuries, you would want me to lie?”

“Certainly not,” I admonished. “I could never excuse lying to our leader. I ask only that you keep to the bounds of patient confidentiality, and if pressed, tell him what you know to be true. I have injuries based on my fall, and sadly, I have been drinking too much of late.”

“Very good, Sir.” His grin widened. “I think we’re on the same page.”

“Good.” Yes, I was definitely feeling better. The room didn’t sway when I looked around, and my appetite was back with a vengeance.

“You might want to ensure the rest of your men have the same level of loyalty, though, Sir.” Armitage glanced around at the sentries nearby. “At least five of them have been in attendance, and no doubt, they will talk to others.”

“I’m all over it,” I replied, my gaze shifting to the two men stationed at my front door. “I’ll speak to them now.”

“Very good, Commander General. Might I suggest I order breakfast on your behalf this morning and make sure you get a decent meal to face the day with?”

“That would be fabulous. Thank you, Doctor.” I smiled at his proposal, feeling more and more like myself as the minutes passed by. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He nodded as I sauntered away, the sentries straightening at my approach.

“Gentlemen, I want to see everyone who has been on duty tonight in here at once.”

Concern flickered in the gaze of the one who’d called Armitage, but he saluted me before answering in the obligatory fashion and exiting the unit. Less than two minutes later, all eight of them were lined up before me. By the fire, I could just make out Armitage ordering my breakfast, my stomach growling at the sound of the tantalizing meal.

“Have you all been here all night?” My gaze ran along the line of serious faces. “Has anyone been relieved of duty in the meantime? Anyone who’s absent?”

“No, Commander General.” Again, it was the guy who’d called the doctor who replied. “We have all been here all night.”

“What’s your name, soldier?” I took a step toward him, watching as his chin rose in response.

“Lucas, Commander General.”

“Well, Lucas,” I stared at the man in the navy uniform. He couldn’t have been older than nineteen. “I wanted to thank you and your colleagues for your duty tonight.”

“It’s our pleasure, Sir.” Murmurs of consensus floated from down the line of men, my focus drifting along the row of faces before it returned to Lucas.

“It’s pleasing to see such dedication in men so young.” I was right on him now, and while I was a few inches taller, there was little doubt Lucas was bulkier, more muscular. That was how the sentries were chosen, of course—we wanted muscle to protect the new status quo. Men with strength and stamina, but not overly blessed with high IQ’s. Force without conscience, that’s how I’d described it to Ian in the past, and the country was overflowing with it. “Good to know you’re devoted to the new order.”

“Absolutely, Commander General.” Lucas’ lips twitched eagerly, and I could sense his desire on the subject, the way he fought to suppress his obvious excitement. “It’s everything I’ve ever wanted.”

“Excellent.” I rubbed my hands together. “And do you all feel the same?” Casting an eye down the line of other men, I saw nothing but obedient, nodding faces. “That’s good because I have an extra special mission for you, gentlemen.”

“What can we do, Commander General?” Lucas’ brown eyes drilled into mine. “We’ll be honored to follow your orders.”

I paused, eyeing the younger man thoughtfully. Had I been like him once? Filled with blind faith and optimism about the future? If the answer was yes, I couldn’t remember, but then, I had never been good at taking orders, much preferring to be the one giving them.

“As I’m sure you all know, today is a spectacularly important day for Fortorus.” I inhaled, glancing along the line again for any flicker of malcontent or distraction, but there was none. Each young man was staring straight ahead, heads held high, a product of the sleek training system we’d put into place from the get-go. I should have been proud. I’d helped to set up that organization, writing the initial training notes before the structure was handed over to ex-military leaders, but as I stared into their eyes, I was empty, devoid of any reaction except the need for their absolute allegiance. I needed each of these guys to keep their mouths shut about everything they’d seen this morning. None of it could reach Ian, Bishop, or the other idiots he liked to keep close. “I need your vow that nobody will trouble either the president or any of his top team with anything that’s taken place here overnight.”

Lucas blinked at my inference. “Of course not, Sir. I would never dare say a word.”

“And the rest of you?” Once more, my focus ran along the row of eager faces. “Can I guarantee your discretion?”

“Yes, Commander General,” seven voices rang out in unison.

“Good.” My hands rose to my hips. “I’m afraid I’ll need more than just your tact and prudence on this matter, though.” Again, I hesitated, intentionally allowing my gaze to slide along each and every face before I resumed. I wanted them to know I was serious, that I meant business. That I knew who each of them was, and I would tear them apart if I even so much as suspected they’d been disloyal to me. It would be their first and final mistake. “I need two groups to start a search for me. It has to stay unofficial and low-key, below the radar of the presidential visit.”

“I’d like to volunteer, Sir.” Of course, it was Lucas who spoke up first, my attention returning to his enthusiastic expression.

“Thank you, Lucas.” I offered him the smile he was desperate for, the flush of pleasure on his face my immediate reward. “Take two others with you, and I’ll need another group of three. The remaining two can get this place straightened up. I want no evidence of anything having occurred here before the cleaners arrive.”

“What will we be searching for, Commander General?” It was another of the sentries who spoke up this time, a fresh-faced blond guy.

“What’s your name, soldier?” I stepped in his direction.

“Carey, Commander General.”

“Good question, Carey.” I paused in front of him, turning to bestow what he wanted most in the whole world, my full attention. “You will be searching for a prisoner who has absconded from my unit.”

The tension in the air ratcheted up another notch with the admission, as each sentry understood the unspoken inference someone had managed to escape not only on my watch but on theirs.

“Overnight, Sir?” Lucas’ tone was disbelieving.

“I’m afraid so.” I glanced in his direction. “Somehow, she got away right under all our noses, and I don’t think I need to tell you how that news would be received by the president.”

The row of faces blanched at my analysis, their understanding evident. Smart they may not be, but they also weren’t complete fools. They had a good life here at Fortorus, guarding me and the other top brass onsite, as well as patrolling the grounds and helping themselves to any inmates who crossed their paths. For men so young and under-qualified, this was as good as it got in the new order.

“We need to ensure she’s returned to me and suitably punished, without causing a commotion.”

“That pretty little brunette you were showing off the other night, Commander General?”

I smiled at Carey’s inquiry, an image of how fantastic Caroline had looked gagged and naked bursting into my mind’s eye.

“Yes. She’s slim, dark-haired, about five foot five inches in height. She’s on foot, but be warned, gentlemen, she’s cunning. You’ll need to keep your wits about you.”

“We understand, Sir.” Lucas nodded. “Should we leave at once?”

Staring out of the window behind him, I saw the glint of morning light breaking through the gloom.

“Yes,” I ordered. “She’s had hours' head start, but she doesn’t know where she’s going. She’ll be hungry, thirsty, and as far as I know, she’s unarmed and presumably, still completely naked.”

My lips curled at the thought, and a few of the sentries laughed.

“Lucas, go into my room and check the place hasn’t been turned over. I keep my weapons in the counter behind me, so check she hasn’t got her hands on them, as well.”

“Yes, Commander General.” Lucas marched off proudly while I considered the seven remaining men, returning a few moments later to confirm what I’d guessed to be true. The drawer of weaponry was untouched. There was no reason for Caroline to go snooping in there. I’d never told her about my guns and never had a cause to show them to her.

“But your closet was wide open, Sir,” Lucas reported. “I think it’s possible the prisoner stole some of your clothes.”

My brow rose at the news. Good, she’d been intelligent enough to think ahead. That meant there was more chance she was alive, and I could still enact sweet vengeance on her. I could get her back.

“Okay, so she’s wearing my clothes.” I cocked my brow at the mental image. “I don’t think that should trouble you too much, gentlemen. Now, if you wouldn’t mind, I need to have a shower. Call me directly as soon as you find her, and remember, this stays between us.”

The sound of their unified response echoed around the room as I turned and walked past Armitage to my en suite. I still had a headache, and no doubt my injury would hurt for a while yet, but it was nothing compared to the hurt I’d inflict upon sweet little Caroline.

“Run, little rabbit, run,” I whispered under my breath as I fumbled for my shirt buttons. “And when I find you, it’s time for rabbit stew.”
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Chapter Two


Caroline
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WE SEEMED TO HAVE BEEN running forever, crossing the long grass in heavy silence, save for our increasingly labored breathing and the hammering of my heart. To think, once upon a time, I’d considered myself an athletic woman! It transpires that a weekly cross-fit class had not been enough to get my body into the required shape to successfully endure this nighttime run. Coupled with the months of Fortorus neglect, abuse, and malnutrition, I was weaker than I’d given myself credit for—disappointingly weak.

“How much farther?” Fern’s gasp cut through the cold air, and as though the act of inquiry had been her final breath, she buckled, falling to her knees at my side.

“Fern!” I rushed to her, considering flicking on the flashlight to check her responses, but at the same time, I was reticent.

We were out in the middle of the English countryside, hideously exposed except for the few hedgerows we’d encountered and the occasional oak tree. Putting on a light show could elicit attention we definitely did not want, and although the dawn had started to break to the east, we were still shrouded in the helpful veil of shadows. Struggling to recall the plans I’d once spent the best part of an afternoon studying, I knew we had to be close to the perimeter, perilously close. If we could just keep going, we could make it. We could finally be free of Fortorus.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m just tired.” She lifted her head, blowing out a deep breath. “They might have medicated me in the hospital wing, but they didn’t offer me much in the way of food.”

Shame twisted in my belly at her fleeting admission, the memory of all the delicious meals Harper had gifted me appearing in my memory as though they’d decided to haunt me.

“I’m sorry. Is there anything in here that will help?” I gestured to the pack at my back, but she shook her head sadly.

“I didn’t find any food to take with me, and it was all spur-of-the-moment. In the end, I just took what I found to hand. There’s a bottle of water and a blanket, plus the flashlight. But listen, you don’t need to apologize, Caroline. None of this shit is your fault. I’m probably only alive because of you—you’re my hero.”

She smiled at her verdict, but the sight of her gratitude only made me more wretched. I was no fucking hero. I was the traitorous bitch who’d slept with the boss and led a comparatively easy life for the last few days. I’d eaten, been clean and warm, and I hadn’t done any of those things for the greater good—the benefit of all the women trapped in Gamma and elsewhere. I’d done them for myself—my own selfish enjoyment and survival.

“Why don’t you have some water then?” I proffered, slipping the backpack from my shoulders for the first time. “I think we’re really close to getting out of here, but we have to push on and use what little cover of night we have left, Fern.” I opened the top of the bag, searching inside until my fingers clasped the plastic container.

“I understand,” she mumbled as I thrust the bottle in her direction. “I’ll keep going. I’m sorry. I always was the weak one.”

“Bullshit, you were!” I snapped as she took a drink from the bottle. “You’re the best of us all, Fern. How many times did you take the fall for someone else? How many times did you give me warnings about Mitchell and the other tosser idiots back there? You’re not weak, they’ve just run you into the ground. It’s what they do!” My hands balled into fists, the fury rising in me so fast, I could barely keep a handle on it. “It’s how they win.”

Her eyes widened at my tirade. “Okay, okay, calm down, Caroline.” She pushed the bottle back to me. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

I shook my head. It was easier to make out her delicate features now the sun was rising, but it also sent me a stark reminder about how quickly time was slipping away. It must nearly be time for the insidious parade and the visit of the purported president. That meant someone would have found Harper’s body by now, and they’d be scouring the area for me. A shot of adrenaline burst through me, dispersing the anger and forcing me to focus.

“You didn’t,” I assured her. “I’m just so pissed off with all of this.”

“I know,” she sighed. “You and me both, plus every other woman still stuck in there.”

We both glanced back toward the camp, a painful silence playing out as personal memories of the ordeal we’d endured flitted through our minds.

“All the more reason to get out now,” I concluded, turning back in the direction we were headed. “All the more reason to try. There has to be a perimeter close by and a life beyond this shitshow. I can’t believe there’s no sort of resistance going on out there, that all the good people of the country just folded in the face of this fascism.”

“You’re right.” She was smiling as I glanced back her way. “There has to be someone who can help.” She gestured to the bottle still in her hand. “You have some, too. We both need to stay hydrated if we’re going to get through this.”

“No, let’s save it.” I flushed as I recalled the generous drink I’d enjoyed with my dinner just a few hours ago before Harper got the call from the hospital wing—when I’d assumed Fern was dead and bludgeoned him to death. “We don’t know how long it will be before we find another freshwater source.”

“Okay.” She screwed the small lid back on the bottle top and shoved it back into the bag, along with the flashlight. Fastening the top, I swung the backpack in place, my focus already captured by the countryside ahead. I could make out a line of hedges to the left and what looked like a small, wooded area to my right. Straining to check it wasn’t a mirage I saw in my desperation, my gaze drank in the sight, confirming there were at least twenty huge trees crowded together in one isolated spot.

“That’s it!” I couldn’t resist the grin which painted my face as the penny finally dropped. “I’ve seen this on the map. Those trees over there, they’re the boundary.”

Fern snorted in disbelief. “You’ve seen a map of this place? Where the hell have you been for the last few days, girl... sitting pretty in the watchtower?” She laughed at her crazy appraisal, but the accuracy of my privileged position weighed much heavier than the pack at my back.

“Not quite, and we don’t—”

“I know, I know!” She lifted her palm. “We don’t have time for this right now.” Glancing in the direction of the trees, she shrugged. “Well, if you’re sure that’s it, let’s get over there. The morning light has come, and whatever else we’ll need soon, we need shelter. Those trees could offer us some.”

“I agree.” I was already on my feet, thrusting my palm out to support her as she did the same. For the first time since we’d set off together, it felt like we had a purpose—there was an actual plan—and that spark of aspiration resonated. “Let’s move.”

We jogged across the open field, staying as low as we could, glancing nervously around as we moved. Only now, the dawn was here, and we could see for ourselves just how vulnerable we were in this open countryside. Fern was right. Whether this wooded area was the same one I recognized from the plans I’d seen, we needed the protection it offered. We climbed the bank that separated the field from the trees, shuffling over the mud on our bellies like soldiers in a shitty war movie. It was a struggle for us both, but it was apt. That was how life was now—a never-ending battle.

“Do you think they’ll have noticed we’re gone by now?” The concern was etched into her pretty face as she turned my way and asked.

“Definitely.” I pressed my face against the damp grass, not mentioning the fact they already knew she was gone, that the Commander General himself had ordered a search for her at the hospital fucking hours ago. That knowledge would not only do her no favors, but it would no doubt open a new barrage of questions I didn’t want to answer. It was bad enough having to live with my own conscience, but I wasn’t looking forward to the time when Fern knew the truth, and it was disappointment glimmering in her eyes when she looked my way, not wonder or affection. “They’ll have sentries crawling all over for us, but the good news is, we’re practically there. This is it, Fern—all those times we dreamed about getting out of there, and now we’ve both achieved it. We’re nearly free.”

“I can’t believe it.” Her tiny voice was almost giddy with excitement. “And to think we managed to find each other again, against all odds. It sounds like one of those books you used to write.”

I laughed at her conclusion. “Not likely,” I countered. “Nothing as happy as this happened in any of the books I wrote.”

“You didn’t write happily ever afters?” Her brow rose with confusion. “I thought you said you dabbled in romance?”

“Yeah.” I lowered my head guiltily. “But I guess I never did the conventional thing. I preferred the happy for now, rather than the happily ever after.”

“Sounds about right,” Fern sniggered. “Well, I guess we’ll both take a happy for now, right?”

Lifting her chin, her focus shifted back to the trees waiting ahead, and slowly, she crawled off toward them. I watched her for a moment before I glanced behind me again, scouring the fields for any sign that we were being followed.

“Right. Happy for now sounds just perfect.”
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Chapter Three


Adam
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“IT’S EVEN BETTER THAN I’d imagined!”

Ian’s face beamed as he stood on the perimeter of the parade ground, staring out into the expanse of drab, gray dresses. The women inside them, quivering in the bitter breeze, seemed of little consequences to him. All he saw was their sheer volume, the number of lives he’d seized control of—all he sensed was triumph.

“Indeed.” I smiled in his direction, his enthusiasm infectious, even though I knew better. Even though I understood the real ramifications of locking up citizens without due process—the costs, the practicalities, and the consequences. Perhaps I had become rather desensitized to the misery, but the scale was never lost on me. “I’m glad you think so.”

“Think so?” He turned to me, those small piggy eyes of his gleaming with excitement. “It’s the realization of a dream, Adam. This is everything. Great job, old man!” He slammed his palm between my shoulder blades, part winding me and part jarring my still aching head. The injury had been muted by the drugs Armitage had pushed earlier, but the hurt was still there, evidence of the way I’d been duped. I couldn’t decide which stung the greatest, the physical pain Caroline had caused or her duplicitous treachery.

“Thanks.” I coughed, straightening my lapels. “Mitchell and Cormack will take you to the punishment post and run the show for you.”

His brow furrowed. “Somewhere more important, you need to be?”

“Yes, actually.” Our gazes locked just as another gust of wind hit, blowing what remained of his hairline out of shape. “Running this place is a constant headache, but I’ll join you at HQ soon, and we’ll take a tour if you’d like?”

I didn’t mention the impromptu hospital visit I required, but so long as Armitage kept his mouth shut, there should never be a need to worry on that score. Fortorus was like Ian’s personal theme park. There were enough attractions here to keep him entertained for fucking hours.

“Like?” He laughed. “I insist. I want to see every inch of this place. It’s a masterpiece!”

I smiled in spite of myself. On an academic level, I acknowledged the atrocities which transpired here on my watch. I understood them intellectually, but somehow, I could never truly comprehend the enormity—what it meant when the state took control of thousands of lives, ripped families apart, and murdered and maimed its citizens. I remained conveniently detached from those things, distant from humanity and the suffering.

Then along came Caroline, with her personal torment and humility, her desire to risk her own life for her friend, and her endless fucking turmoil. She tore right through the remote veil I’d allowed to descend, ripping through its fragility and showing me Fortorus for what it really was. She revealed the depths of my depravity, and though I should have loathed her for that, I couldn’t help but begrudgingly respect her. She offered me hope despite my crimes. When she looked at me, I saw the possibility of who I could be—a good man... a man worthy of Caroline’s devotion. I wanted to believe I was that good man, that I could be him. Deep down, I would do the right thing—rise against Ian’s evil doctrine and save the masses—but I didn’t. I hadn’t. Probably, I never would. My breath caught at the realization, the acknowledgment hitting me harder than Ian had. It was just possible, I wasn’t a good man. It was possible I really was the monster they all referred to, the beast of Fortorus—I had earned that label. I was far from a decent human being—as far away from humanity as you could run.

“Enjoy it.” Once more, I mirrored Ian’s smile, but it was a façade.

Inside, the overwhelming sense of my degeneracy was consuming, stripping away the vain grin and the smart regalia to reveal me for the fiend I really was—a man who oversaw the torment and containment of tens of thousands of women, a man more concerned about the lines he saw in the mirror than the fate of those people that passed through the gates of Fortorus. This was who I was. This was the brutal truth, and my head spun at the actuality, the enormity burgeoning into a pounding thud that rivaled the pain I’d experienced this morning when I’d first come around, but I couldn’t let it show. I couldn’t allow a single flicker of feeling to glimmer in my gaze.

“It’s all been created in your name, Mr. President.”

“You are too kind.” He smirked at me, his attention flitting back to the thousands of women on parade, just for him. “You must learn to take more credit for your work, Adam.”

A well of nausea swelled in the pit of my gut, but I swallowed it down.

“Nonsense,” I insisted. “I am only a facilitator. Fortorus is your baby, Sir, your Armada, your greatest victory.”

His smile widened, revealing a row of yellowing, wonky teeth.

“So far,” he corrected. “My greatest victory, so far.”

“Precisely.” I lifted my head into the thinning autumn sunshine, my gaze traveling beyond the boundaries of the camp. Somewhere out there was the woman who’d whirled me around, thrown all the cards into the air, and smashed me over the head. As things stood, I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to embrace her or hoist her up to the punishment post. Had anyone ever affected me this way before, challenged, and exposed me for the trail of human wreckage I was? Had any woman ever made me feel this alive before she left me for dead? I blew out a long breath at the question, though there was no need for evaluation. The answer was perilously easy to discover—no one else had even come close. Somehow, Caroline had achieved it in the depths of this wickedness. She’d appealed to me, enticed me, adhered to my every dark whimsical request to degrade herself, and still managed to come out on top.
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