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Title: After Claim Day


Subtitle: Three months after the “freeing signal” liberated women from the Source, Dr. Phoebe Conrad attempts to help rebuild society at the Echelon Research Institute. She is soon tormented by vivid, ecstatic dreams of submission that contradict her waking horror. As these conflicting urges intensify, Phoebe begins to suspect that the custom code she used to free herself may not have worked as well as she thought.


Episode 1


The events of After Claim Day take place after the events of Claim Day. If you haven’t read the first book, I highly recommend you stop here and read it first.


Commissioned by ToastandCheese.

    
    





Chapter 1 : Bad Good Dreams


Phoebe

07/25/2025


The light bends wrong. Colors I don’t have names for. My knees press against something. tile? carpet? doesn’t matter. I’m looking up, way up, at a face that keeps shifting. Dark eyes. Kind eyes. No, cold eyes. The particulars don’t stick, they slide off like water on glass, but the shape of him, the weight of HIM, that stays solid.


My mouth is full. My throat works. There’s a hand in my hair, guiding, and the pleasure of being useful radiates through my skull like warm honey, thick and golden and perfect.


“Good girl.”


The words detonate in my chest. I’m drowning in purpose. In rightness. This is what I’m for.


The scene fractures, kaleidoscope turn, and now I’m bent over a desk, papers scattering, and he’s behind me, inside me, and I’m gasping his name except I don’t know what it is. Gabriel? The face swims into focus for half a second—sad eyes, apologetic even now—before it melts away again. Doesn’t matter. What matters is the fullness, the completion, the way my entire nervous system sings with the knowledge that I’m doing what I’m supposed to do.


Another break. Another him. This one has laugh lines, silver threading through grey hair. Edward? The name surfaces and sinks. He’s talking, explaining something about weapons, and I nod along like I understand, like I care about anything except the approval in his voice, the hand on my shoulder, the way being near him makes my skin hum.


“Such a smart girl,” he says, and I want to weep with gratitude.


Shatter. Reform. Duncan’s face now, stern and sad at once, and I’m kneeling again, always kneeling, always looking up, and his hand cups my cheek with something like regret, but it doesn’t matter because touching him, being touched, being allowed, that’s everything. That’s the whole fucking universe compressed into a single point of contact.


“I’m sorry,” he whispers, but I shake my head because he shouldn’t be, I want this, I need this, can’t he see?


The colors invert. Everything goes dark and bright at once.


Smith.


The name doesn’t just surface, it erupts, and suddenly the pleasure amplifies a thousandfold, so intense it stops being pleasure and becomes something else, something beyond language. I’m on my knees and he’s holding a gun and I’m holding a gun and someone is crying and I pull the trigger because he told me to, because making him happy is more important than oxygen, than gravity, than the screaming in the back of my head that sounds like my own voice.


Blood on my hands. Blood on his shoes. I’m licking it off and the bliss is biblical.


“Perfect,” he says, and I come undone.


His hands are everywhere. His voice rewrites my neurons in real time. I’m telling him things: secrets, codes, names, and each word that spills out feels like an orgasm. Betrayal as ecstasy. Destruction as love. He asks me to hurt someone I care about and I do it with a smile because his approval is the only thing that exists, the only thing that ever existed, the alpha and omega of meaning itself.


I’m riding him and crying and laughing and I can’t tell which sensation is which anymore, they’ve all merged into one incandescent column of rightness, and I’m begging. “please, please, anything, I’ll do anything” and he says—


The face changes again. A professor from grad school. A guy from a bar whose name I never learned. My high school boyfriend. Faces blur and multiply, dozens of them, hundreds, an infinite regression of HIM, and I’m servicing them all, simultaneously, impossibly, my body fragmenting across space and time to be wherever he needs me, whoever he is, because that’s what I’m for—


I gasped, eyes flying open, heart hammering against my ribs so hard it hurt. The ceiling of my studio apartment stared back at me, water-stained and familiar and real. The clock on my nightstand glowed 5:45 AM in hostile red numbers. Outside the window, the pine forest behind Echelon was just starting to emerge from the blue-black shadows of early morning, the summer sky going pale at the edges.


“Fuck,” I breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


My hands were shaking. My thighs were wet. I wanted to scream or throw up or both.


Not again. Not again.


I kicked the sheets off violently, like they’d personally offended me, and sat up too fast. The head rush nearly knocked me back down, but I rode it out, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes until I saw stars. Different stars. Stars that had nothing to do with the kaleidoscope of ecstatic submission my sleeping brain kept insisting on replaying.


Three months. It had been three fucking months since the freeing signal, since Smith died, since the whole goddamn world got handed back its autonomy. Three months, and my subconscious still seemed to think being claimed was the best thing that ever happened to me.


During the day, I could hold it together. During the day, I knew exactly what had been done to us, to me. The violation of it, the horror, the obscenity of having your brain hijacked and rewritten so that subjugation felt like love. I could be righteously angry about it. I could work myself into a fury just thinking about Smith’s face, about the Source, about every man who’d taken advantage of the signal.


But at night? At night, my traitor brain rolled around in the memory of it like a dog in the dirt, luxurating in the phantom sensation of purpose and surrender and that terrible, terrible bliss.


I stumbled to the tiny bathroom, splashed cold water on my face until my skin stung. The mirror showed me exactly what I expected: circles under my eyes, hair a mess, the look of someone who hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Ramona kept telling me it would get better. Everyone kept saying that. Time heals all wounds, or whatever patronizing bullshit people trotted out when they didn’t know what else to say.


But they didn’t feel this. They’d all taken the standard freeing program, the one that Ramona and I had designed together, the one that carefully excised the emotional weight of being claimed while leaving the memories intact. Clean and clinical. No fuss, no trauma, just the facts without the feelings.


I’d used the old original freeing program, the one that left everything: the pain and horror, all of it, unfiltered.


Sometimes, like right now, staring at my haggard reflection, I almost regretted it.


Almost.


I went through the motions of getting ready: shower, clothes, a bit of whatever makeup I had left. The routine helped. Concrete actions, concrete results. By the time I was ready, the dream had receded to a dull background hum, still present but no longer screaming.


I stepped out into the hallway at 6:20, locking the door behind me. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that Echelon did so well. It smelled like recycled air and pine cleaner.


Echelon at this hour was a weird liminal space, caught between night and day. Most people were still asleep, but the early risers were starting to emerge: a few engineers I didn’t recognize heading toward the labs, a woman with two young kids making their way to what used to be a conference room but now served as a makeshift daycare. She smiled at me as we passed. I tried to smile back.


The place had changed so much in three months. What used to be a research facility, sterile, focused, populated by scientists and security officers, had become something closer to a small town. Gabriel, Ramona, and Warda had opened the gates to refugees, people fleeing the chaos that still gripped most of the country. Power was spotty everywhere else, supply chains broken, pieces of local governments trying to reassemble themselves from the wreckage of the Source’s new world. Here, we had the solar array, the wells, the infrastructure. We had stability.


So people came. Families, mostly. Some former Echelon staff who’d left after Claim Day and now trickled back, looking for work, for community, for something resembling normalcy. We’d converted labs into living quarters, storage rooms into classrooms. Last week, someone had set up a small market in what used to be the loading bay.


I walked toward the cafeteria, already starting to smell like breakfast, and caught sight of a cluster of men sitting at one of the tables, coffee mugs cradled in their hands. Former staff, if I remembered right. They’d returned a few weeks ago, shame written all over their faces, barely able to make eye contact with anyone. The women here had been remarkably gracious about it, giving them space to process.


The irony wasn’t lost on me. The men, the ones who’d turned us into slaves, were the ones who needed time to heal now. Meanwhile, the women walked around fine, smiling, adjusted, courtesy of our guilt-free emotional lobotomy special.


Ramona was sitting alone at one of the corner tables, methodically working her way through what looked like reconstituted eggs, or at least, something that had been eggs in a previous life, and a hunk of bread that might’ve been fresh yesterday. The rations looked as appetizing as they always did, which is to say not at all.


I let myself drop into the chair across from her with more force than necessary. The metal legs scraped against the floor.


Ramona raised an eyebrow, chewing slowly. “It’s early. I don’t usually see you at this hour.”


“Yeah, well.” I grabbed the coffee pot someone had left on the table and poured myself a cup without asking. “Woke up early. Couldn’t fall back asleep. Besides, I’ve got a shit ton of work.”


She nodded, taking another bite of the grey substance on her plate. How she could eat that stuff without gagging was beyond me, but Ramona treated food like fuel: taste was irrelevant as long as it provided calories.


“How’s the work on Prospect Ridge Dam progressing?” she asked, wiping her mouth with a napkin.


I took a long sip of coffee before answering, letting the bitter heat ground me. “We managed to open the gates and release some of the water that accumulated during spring. June was a bitch with all that rain, so thank God we got to it when we did. The dam’s producing power now, which is great, but…” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s the local grid that’s the problem. The infrastructure’s a mess. Half the lines are down, the substations need repairs, and don’t even get me started on the transformers.”


“And Wallace Irvin?” Ramona asked. “How’s that collaboration going?”


Something tightened in my chest at the name. Wallace was in his forties, competent as hell, former power systems engineer who’d worked for the state before everything went to shit. He knew his stuff, no question. But there was something about the way he looked at me sometimes that I couldn’t quite parse. Was it guilt? Was he one of those men who couldn’t meet my eyes because he was drowning in shame about what had happened? Or was he just… looking? Evaluating? Appreciating?


I hated that I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Hated that every interaction with men now came with this fucked-up calculus in the back of my head.


“It’s going well,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Guy’s a brilliant power systems engineer. Knows transmission infrastructure inside and out. He’s confident we can restore power to Chantwell proper within a week or two, maybe less if we don’t run into any major equipment failures.”


Ramona studied me for a moment, then went back to her breakfast. “You didn’t have to take charge of this project, you know.”


I bristled immediately, though I tried not to show it. Was she implying I wasn’t qualified? Or was this about me needing rest after spending weeks locked in the MRI room, after being claimed by Smith, after everything? Either way, it rankled.


“It’s a nice change of pace,” I said, more defensively than I’d intended. “My skills are actually useful here. Project management, systems analysis, coordinating teams... All that shit I did for the freeing program translates pretty well. And I…” I paused, staring into my coffee. “I needed to be in charge of something again. Needed to feel like I was making a difference that didn’t involve rewiring people’s brains.”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. Not much, but for her, it was significant. “Did you develop a taste for leading projects?” she asked, and there was almost a teasing quality to her tone. “After leading Echelon with me and saving the world?”


I snorted, allowing myself a small smile. “You’re doing the same thing. Pretty sure your skills weren’t meant to lead you into politics either.”


“True,” she admitted, pushing the remains of her rations around her plate. “Though it appears a significant number of people in Chantwell want me to remain in a leadership position. I would hate to shirk such an obligation if I can genuinely be of assistance.”


Right. Because apparently Ramona, brilliant, emotionally stunted, socially awkward Ramona, was now the favorite to become Chantwell’s new mayor once the elections were held.


I shifted in my seat, the dream clawing its way back into my consciousness. The colors. The faces. The feeling of Smith’s hand in my hair. I shoved it down, but the unease remained, an itch I couldn’t quite reach.


“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual. “You had any weird dreams lately?”


Ramona looked up, slightly puzzled by the non sequitur. “Define ‘weird.’”


“I don’t know. Just… weird. Strange. Unsettling.”


She considered this, taking another sip of coffee. “I had one last night where the entire cafeteria was filled with filing cabinets, and I couldn’t find the correct form to requisition more bread. Does that count?”


“Sure,” I said.


She tilted her head. “Why do you ask?”


“No reason,” I said quickly, too quickly. “Just curious.”


Ramona’s eyes narrowed slightly. She was too smart not to notice the deflection, but she also knew when not to push. “If you’re experiencing sleep disturbances, I could—”


“I’m fine,” I cut her off, draining the rest of my coffee and standing up. “Really. Just the usual post-apocalyptic adjustment period, right? Anyway, I should get going. Wallace is meeting me at the dam site at eight,” I lied.


I left before she could ask anything else, before the concern in her expression could turn into questions I didn’t want to answer.


The hallway was coming alive as I walked. A group of kids—maybe eight or nine years old—ran past me, laughing about something, their mother calling after them to slow down. Through an open doorway, I caught sight of someone setting up a classroom, writing math problems on a whiteboard. In another room, a woman was conducting what looked like a medical check-up, a stethoscope around her neck, a young man sitting on the examination table rolling up his sleeve.


It was surreal. Echelon had been a place of sterile research and military precision. Now it was a community center, a refugee camp, a school, a clinic, all rolled into one. I wasn’t sure if that was inspiring or depressing.


My makeshift office was on the second floor, in what used to be a supply closet before we’d turn Echelon into the new center of everything. It was barely large enough for a desk, a chair, and a filing cabinet, but it had a window and a door that locked, which made it more valuable than real estate in Manhattan right now.


I slipped inside and closed the door, shutting out the noise. The computer took its sweet time booting up, another thing we needed to fix, the network infrastructure was held together with duct tape and prayers without Duncan around to fix it, but eventually the login screen appeared.


Something was bugging me. Had been bugging me since I woke up, actually. That dream. The intensity of it. The way it felt so real, so visceral, like my body remembered things my conscious mind rejected.


I opened the folder containing the freeing program files. Both versions sat there: the standard one that Ramona and most of the women had used, and mine. The original version. The one that left the raw truth intact.


The code sprawled across my screen in layers: the mind language we’d painstakingly decoded from the Source’s signal, translated into something a VLF transmitter could broadcast, interwoven with more conventional programming that coordinated the transmission. It was elegant, really. Terrifying, but elegant.


I scrolled through it slowly, looking for… what? I didn’t even know. An error? A fragment of the original Source programming that we’d missed? Some hidden trigger that was causing my brain to replay my time under Smith’s control like a greatest hits album?


But there was nothing. I’d spent an entire night before using this on myself, going through every line, every variable, every function. I’d cross-referenced it against Tristan’s corrections, the brilliant fixes he’d made after catching the Source’s sabotage. Everything checked out. It worked. I was free.


So why did I keep dreaming about how good it felt to obey?


I rubbed my eyes, the screen blurring slightly. Maybe I should ask Elaine and Lenore to look at it. They’d worked on the original program, they knew the mind language as well as I did. Six eyes were better than two.


But they’d just gotten married. Well, not officially, there wasn’t exactly a functioning justice of the peace around here, but they’d had a ceremony two weeks ago and everyone treated them like newlyweds. I couldn’t bother them with my paranoid hunch that something was wrong with a program that, evidently, had worked perfectly.


This was just trauma. PTSD. My brain trying to process an incomprehensible violation by replaying it in my sleep. That was normal, right? That was what trauma did.


I stared at the code until the symbols started to lose meaning, until my eyes ached and my coffee went cold.


A knock on the door jolted me out of my trance.


“Yeah?” I called.


Gabriel opened the door, leaning against the frame. He looked tired. There were still shadows under his eyes, a certain heaviness to his posture, but nothing like the exhausted wreck he’d been three months ago when we were actively trying to save humanity. Now he just looked like a guy who wasn’t sleeping great and had too much responsibility.


“Hey,” he said. “Just wanted to remind you there’s a meeting tonight. Nine o’clock, conference room B. We’re gathering team leaders to coordinate, getting updates on the power restoration, food distribution, water purification, all that fun stuff. You’ll be there?”


“Yeah, sure,” I said, maybe a bit too quickly. Any excuse to stay busy, to delay crawling back into bed where the dreams waited. “I can give an update on Prospect Ridge and the timeline for getting Chantwell’s grid operational.”


He nodded, then hesitated, studying my face. “You doing okay?”


The question caught me off guard. Not because it was unexpected, people asked it all the time now, a reflexive courtesy in a world still recovering from collective trauma, but because Gabriel actually seemed to mean it.


I guess he understood, at least partially. He was still processing everything, still carrying guilt about what he’d done to the women under his authority. And honestly? Compared to most men, he’d been a saint. He’d tried to maintain boundaries, tried to treat the women he’d claimed with something resembling respect, even if he’d failed more than once. The stuff with Olivia and Wendy was fucked up, no question, but at least he felt bad about it. At least he was trying to do better.


“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just busy. You know how it is.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he let it go. “Right. Well, I’m also throwing a little party tomorrow afternoon. Barbecue, if you can believe it. Managed to trade some supplies with a local farmer for a bit of meat. Nothing fancy, but it’ll be nice. Wendy’s coming, Warda, Rowan, and some of his girls, Imani, Alva, Ramona, Elaine, Lenore…” He paused, and something flickered across his face. “Maybe Cedric and Olivia.”


The way he said “maybe” carried weight. Hurt, probably. I didn’t know the details of whatever had gone down between them since they’d come back from Jim Creek, but it was clear things were still complicated.


“What about Charlotte?” I asked.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “Haven’t heard from her in over two months. I’m not even sure she’s still in the area. She might’ve left.”


I sighed. Charlotte. One of the few women who really grasped what had happened, even though she’d never been claimed. Maybe that made it better for her, not having to wake up craving the very thing that had violated you. Or maybe it made it worse. She’d had to pretend to love her subjugation, had to perform enthusiasm and devotion while hating every second, all to survive. I didn’t know which was more fucked up.


Gabriel glanced at his phone, then back at me, frowning slightly. “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be at the dam today? Meeting with Wallace?”


Shit.


I looked at the time on my computer screen. 8:47 AM. I was supposed to meet Wallace at nine, and it took at least thirty minutes to drive there, longer if I hit any of the makeshift checkpoints people had set up on the roads.


The sun was fully up now, streaming through my office window and making the dust motes visible. I could hear activity in the corridor behind Gabriel—voices, footsteps, the sounds of Echelon waking up properly.


“Fuck,” I muttered, standing abruptly and nearly knocking my cold coffee over. “Yeah, I lost track of time. I need to—”


“Go,” Gabriel said, stepping out of the doorway. “Don’t forget about the meeting tonight, though. Nine o’clock.”


“I’ll be there,” I promised, already grabbing my bag.


He left, and I turned back to my computer, finger hovering over the power button. Then, on impulse, or maybe paranoia, I couldn’t tell the difference anymore, I plugged in an external hard drive and copied the entire freeing programs folder. Both versions, all the documentation, everything. The progress bar crawled across the screen with agonizing slowness, but finally it finished.


I unplugged the drive, shoved it in my bag along with my laptop, and headed for the door.


Whatever was wrong, if anything was wrong, I’d figure it out later.


Right now, I had a dam to get to.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 1 out of 4 for After Claim Day Episode 1. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to subscribe to my Patreon and get access to many exlusive stories and chapters.


Do not hesitate to join my Discord as well to meet people interested in Mind control stories, hypnosis, and to get the latest news about what I’m up to!
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Chapter 2 : Dam


Wallace


I checked my phone again. 9:17 AM. She was late.


Not that I was surprised, Phoebe had been running behind schedule more often than not over the past few weeks, but it left me standing here in the dam control building with nothing to do but think, and thinking was not my friend these days.


The morning sun was already getting hot, reflecting off the concrete of the dam structure visible through the old glass doors in front of me. I adjusted my glasses—the frames always slid down when I started sweating—and tried to focus on the pleasant hum of the generators below, the reassuring thrum of machinery doing what it was supposed to do. Prospect Ridge Dam was producing power again. That was good. That was progress.


But my mind kept drifting back to Phoebe.


She was… God, she was something. Sharp as hell, brilliant even, the kind of intelligence that made working with her both intimidating and thrilling. And attractive, undeniably attractive, in that way that made me feel like a creep for noticing because of everything that had happened, everything we’d all been through.


I ran a hand over the top of my head, feeling the familiar smoothness there, the horseshoe of hair that remained on the sides and back. Forty-three years old, balding, lanky in a way that had never quite translated to “tall and handsome.” I’d made my peace with my appearance years ago, mostly, but standing here thinking about Phoebe brought back that old self-consciousness.


I snorted. What was I even hoping for? Seducing her? Asking her out? It was ridiculous. The whole world was in chaos, the entire country was trying to reassemble itself from the ground up, and I was into the only woman on Earth who was still, rightly, traumatized by what men had done to her.


And me? I was traumatized by what I had not done, but eventually tried to do.


When shit had first hit the fan, I’d been a good guy. I helped women get to safety, hold my ground, refused to claim anyone, tried to protect them. I watched my protegees get taken one by one, by stronger men, men who understood the rules of this new game I refused to play. I thought I had to be better. I thought I was. When I finally realized I’d lost everything, was heading toward a lonely existence, decided to play, it was too late. I roamed the county like a pathetic little human raccoon, desperate for the scraps, for any woman I could still claim. Never found one. And then? The team at Echelon, lead by Phoebe and Dr. Quinn, managed to free all women, and I was left with nothing, not even my dignity.


So yeah... Under normal circumstances I’d be considering asking Phoebe out, trying to make a move, flirting or whatever it was I used to do back when flirting felt like a neutral, positive act. But these weren’t normal circumstances. I could tell from the way her body tensed whenever I got too close, the way she avoided eye contact, the way she’d shut down any conversational topic that wasn’t directly related to the work at hand. She was uncomfortable around me. How much was me specifically and how much was men in general, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to push it.


I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag and flipped it open, using the distraction of work to chase away the useless thoughts circling in my brain. We’d made good progress on the transmission lines, managed to find and replace a few damaged sections, repaired a couple of the substations that had been ransacked, and were now on the verge of being able to route power from the dam’s turbines to most of Chantwell. At least I was making myself useful, however I could.


We’d spend every morning here, coming up with the best next steps, brainstorming, then we’d drive wherever we were needed, directing teams, checking out damaged sections of the grid. The work was solid, tangible, and fulfilling, a concrete way to measure my days.


I heard a car engine outside, the sound of tires on gravel, and a moment later, Phoebe’s old Honda came into view, pulling up next to my Ford pickup. She parked and got out, a little breathless, her face slightly flushed.


“Hey,” I said, stepping out from behind my laptop as she approached. “Morning. Well, late morning.”


“Sorry,” she said immediately, breathless in a way that seemed more about stress than the short walk from her car. “I’m sorry I’m late. I’ve been… I’m not sleeping well lately, lost track of time this morning.”


There was something off about her. More off than usual, I mean. She was always a bit tense around me, but this was different. Her eyes kept darting away, then back, like she couldn’t decide whether to look at me or not. Her hands fidgeted with the strap of her bag.


“It’s fine, really,” I said, trying to sound reassuring and probably failing. “No problem at all. You should, uh, try to get some rest when you can. Maybe some melatonin? Or chamomile tea? I know it sounds stupid, but—”


I cringed internally even as the words left my mouth. Melatonin? Chamomile tea? Jesus Christ, Wallace, the woman was held prisoner and mind-controlled by a psychopath three months ago, and you’re suggesting herbal remedies like some kind of wellness blogger.


Phoebe ignored my idiotic advice entirely, which was probably the kindest thing she could have done. She set her bag down on the table we’d been using as a workstation and pulled out her laptop.


“So where are we with the Chantwell substation?” she asked, her voice shifting into professional mode. “Did you get a chance to test the transformer replacement yesterday?”


“Yeah,” I said, grateful for the return to technical territory. “Voltage regulation is holding steady, no fluctuations. We’re good there. I was thinking today we could focus on the distribution lines from the substation to the residential areas. There are still a few sections that need—”


I was talking, but part of my attention had drifted. The way she moved as she set up her laptop, efficient and precise, the curve of her neck as she bent over the keyboard, the way her hair fell forward…


She looked up suddenly, catching me staring.


Our eyes met for a fraction of a second before I jerked my gaze away, pretending to be very interested in something on my own laptop screen. Heat crawled up the back of my neck. Smooth, Wallace. Real smooth.


I could feel her discomfort from across the table, the way her posture had stiffened slightly, the way she’d shifted her chair just an inch further from mine.


Fuck.


The next three hours were excruciating.


We worked side by side, reviewing schematics, cross-referencing voltage readings, planning the route for the distribution line repairs. The work itself was fine—good, even. Phoebe was quick, asked the right questions, caught details I’d missed. We made real progress.


But I couldn’t stop being aware of her. The way she chewed her bottom lip when she was concentrating. The slight furrow between her eyebrows when something didn’t add up. The curve of her shoulders under her t-shirt.


Stop it, I told myself. Stop being a fucking creep.


But my eyes kept drifting. And she kept noticing. And every time she noticed, that tension between us ratcheted up another notch.


I was forty-three years old, for Christ’s sake. I had a master’s degree in electrical engineering. I’d spent two decades working in a professional environment without making an ass of myself. And here I was, acting like a horny teenager who’d never been in the same room as an attractive woman.


Get it together, Wallace.


By the time noon rolled around, I was mentally exhausted from the effort of trying to appear normal and professional while fighting the urge to look at her every five seconds.


I pulled my lunch out of my bag—a sandwich I’d thrown together that morning, an apple, some chips. Phoebe reached for her bag, then paused, her hand hovering over it.


“Shit,” she muttered.


“What?”


“I forgot to pack anything.” She rubbed her face. “I was rushing this morning and—”


“Here,” I said, pushing half my sandwich toward her. “I’ve got plenty.”


She hesitated, looking at the food, then at me. For a moment I thought she might refuse, and I wouldn’t have blamed her. But then she gave a small nod.


“Thanks. I appreciate it.”


“No problem.”


I bit into my half of the sandwich, trying to think of something to say. Small talk felt wrong, but silence felt worse. Maybe I could ask her about—


Phoebe plugged a hard drive into her laptop and opened what looked like a complex piece of code. Her attention immediately zeroed in on the screen, her sandwich forgotten on the wrapper beside her.


“So, uh…” I started, but she didn’t seem to hear me.


Her fingers moved rapidly across the trackpad, scrolling through what looked like a version control log. Lines and lines of modifications, each with a timestamp, a description, a name.


I ate my sandwich and tried not to stare at her again, but curiosity got the better of me. I leaned slightly to the side, trying to see what had her so absorbed.


It was a list of commits—modifications to a program. Each line had a date, a description of what had been changed, and the username of whoever had made the change. Most of the names I didn’t recognize, but the descriptions were dense and technical. “Adjusted neurotransmitter response threshold.” “Corrected VLF frequency modulation.” “Removed sabotage in handshake protocol.”


Her cursor scrolled down, down, down.


Then it stopped.


One line stood out because it was incomplete. There was a timestamp, a file that had been modified, and a username.


But no description.


The username was clear enough even from where I sat: Dr. Bernard Smith.


Phoebe went completely still.


Not just still like someone who’d stopped moving. Still like someone who’d been flash-frozen. Her hand on the trackpad didn’t twitch. Her shoulders didn’t rise and fall with breath. Even the micro-expressions that usually flickered across her face—concentration, frustration, curiosity—all of it vanished.


I took another bite of my sandwich, chewing slowly, before I registered that something was wrong.


“Phoebe?”


No response. The cursor hadn’t moved. She stared at the screen like it was showing her something impossible.


“Hey, you okay?”


She jolted, her head snapping toward me like she’d forgotten I was there. “What? Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t. Her voice was too high, too tight. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated. She was trying to smile, trying to look normal, but her hands were shaking as she started closing windows on her laptop, stuffing the hard drive back into her bag.


“I just—I forgot I have something I need to do today. Something important. I should—” She stood up abruptly, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll stay in touch, okay? We’ll pick this up tomorrow, or—or whenever.”


She glanced at me, and that’s when I saw it.


The look.


It started as a sensation in my gut, a cold twist of recognition that took a moment to reach my conscious mind. I’d seen that look before. I’d seen women look at men like that.


And now Phoebe was looking at me the same way.


My heart started pounding, hard and fast. She turned away, heading for the glass doors, moving too quickly, her gait just slightly off.


My mind raced. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. The way she’d frozen when she saw Smith’s name. The way she was looking at me now. The way she was trying to leave, not just leave but flee.


She was almost at the door.


Before I could think it through, before I could second-guess myself, I was moving. My chair scraped against the concrete floor as I shoved it back, my legs carrying me across the room faster than I’d moved in years.


“Wait!” I called out.


She didn’t stop.


I reached the door just as her hand touched the handle and slammed my palm against the glass above her head, blocking it from opening.


She spun around, pressing her back against the door, eyes wide. “Please,” she said, her voice soft, almost calm, like she was trying to reason with a wild animal. “Please, just let me leave.”


She was staring at me, and there was something in her expression I couldn’t quite parse. Fear, yes, but also… conflict? Like part of her wanted to stay and part of her wanted to run.


“Please…” she said again, and this time her voice broke slightly, desperate and exhausted all at once.


And that’s when I understood.


She was scared I was going to claim her.


Which meant—


Oh God.


Oh God, it was possible.


My hand shot out before I could think it through, grabbing her wrist. She didn’t fight. Didn’t try to pull away. Just looked at me with that same expression—fear mixed with something else. Resignation? Acceptance?


I felt like I was watching myself from outside my body. Like I was split in two. Part of me—the part that had wandered the county three months ago looking for anyone left to claim, the part that had cursed my own kindness and morality—that part surged forward, seizing the opportunity I’d thought was lost forever.


The other part—the part that knew this was wrong, that knew what I was about to do was monstrous—could only watch in horror as my mouth opened and the words came out.


“You’re mine.”


The change in her expression was instantaneous. The fear melted away like ice in sunlight, replaced by the most beautiful, grateful smile I’d ever seen. Her whole face lit up, her eyes shining, and she looked at me like I’d just saved her life instead of… instead of whatever the fuck I’d actually just done.


I stepped back, my hand releasing her wrist, my brain short-circuiting.


“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice suddenly full of concern. She moved toward me, closing the distance I’d created. “It’s all right. I’m yours. That was—that was a good call. Well done.”


I nodded, panting, my heart hammering against my ribs. I felt like laughing and crying at the same time, felt like jumping off the top of the dam, felt like I’d just made the worst and best decision of my life simultaneously.


“Are you—” I managed, my voice shaking. “Are you really okay?”


“I’m perfect,” she said, and she seemed to mean it. She was still smiling, her whole posture relaxed now, open.


“Are you really… mine?”


“Yes,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice made my knees weak. “I’m yours.”


I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, something like relief washing over me even though I couldn’t explain what I was feeling. Relief mixed with horror mixed with confusion mixed with—


Phoebe laughed, shaking her head. “Fuck! I’m such an idiot,” she said, looking up at me with something that could only be described as adoration. “I missed this feeling. God, I missed it so badly. And it’s wonderful that it’s you. You, out of anyone else. And right now, before I could fix it.”


“Fix it?” I repeated, my brain struggling to catch up. “Phoebe, what the hell is happening? How is this even possible? How could I claim you? You were freed. Everyone was freed.”


She took my hand—just took it, naturally, like it was the most normal thing in the world—and gently led me back toward our workstation. “Come on, sit down. I’ll explain.”


I sat. She sat across from me, but closer than before, leaning forward, her eyes never leaving mine. She looked so happy. So genuinely, radiantly happy.


“I’ve been having weird dreams since I used the freeing program on myself,” she began. “You know I used a modified version, right? One that doesn’t remove the trauma?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Someone at Echelon mentioned that. Said you wanted to process everything yourself, the hard way.”


She nodded. “Right. But something felt wrong. The dreams—they weren’t nightmares. They were… good. Really good. I kept dreaming about being claimed, about how amazing it felt to serve, to obey, to please…” She paused, her cheeks flushing slightly. “And when I woke up, during the day, I knew it was wrong. I knew what had been done to me was a violation. But at night, my brain kept going back to it, kept craving it.”


I stared at her, trying to process.


“So today I checked the code,” she continued. “I’ve been suspicious for weeks that something was off, that the freeing program didn’t work properly. Like I was free, but… not really? Like something in the back of my mind was always there, calling to me, telling me I needed to be claimed again, reminding me how good it felt.”


My stomach twisted.


“I looked at the commit log,” she said. “Something I hadn’t done before. I was so eager to just use the program, to be done with it, that I only checked the code itself. And that’s when I saw it—Bernard Smith had modified the original program. A day before his death. Just one modification, no description. And I realized…” She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “The program didn’t free me. It just unclaimed me. Which means anyone could have done what you just did.”


The words hung in the air between us.


“He sabotaged it,” I said slowly, understanding dawning. “Smith sabotaged your version of the program.”


“Yep.” She was still smiling, but now there was something manic in it. “I can’t believe I didn’t check the commits. I’m such an idiot. I went through the code, it looked fine, I didn’t spot any difference from the standard version. I assumed it hadn’t been tampered with because Smith never said a word about it while I was claimed by him. So I just used it. It unclaimed me, and I thought that meant I was free. And I left it at that.”


I sat there, completely dumbfounded, my brain trying and failing to process what she was telling me.


Phoebe moved closer, her hand reaching toward me, but I must have flinched or something because she immediately stepped back, her expression shifting to concern.


“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m giving you space. I just—I’ve noticed how you look at me. I thought you’d want to…” She trailed off, studying my face. “Have you ever claimed a woman before?”


I let out a soft, humorless snort. The question felt weirdly similar to being asked if I was a virgin, and maybe in her current state, it was exactly that kind of question. A measure of experience. Of conquest.


“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t. By the time I… by the time I decided to try, it was too late. There weren’t many women left unclaimed, and the ones that were…” I shrugged helplessly. “I couldn’t find them.”


“That must have been lonely,” she said, her voice soft with sympathy. “Hard. Watching other men get what you couldn’t have.”


I nodded, and my eyes, without any input from my conscious mind, dropped to her chest. The curve of her breasts under her t-shirt. I jerked my gaze back up, but it was too late.


She’d noticed. And she was smirking.


“It’s okay,” she said, standing up slowly. “You can look.”


And then, maintaining eye contact, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. Pulled it up slowly, teasingly, revealing her stomach, then her bra—plain black—and then she pulled it over her head entirely and tossed it aside.


She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra with practiced ease, and let it fall away.


Her breasts were perfect. Full and soft, nipples already hard in the cool air of the control room.


“Go ahead,” she said, that playful smirk still on her face. “Touch them. They’re yours.”


I felt myself getting hard, felt the blood rushing south, felt my brain shorting out as I tried to reconcile what was happening with any kind of rational thought.


I had just claimed Phoebe Conrad. Smart, beautiful, brilliant Phoebe Conrad. The woman who’d helped decode the Source’s programming and free every woman on Earth. And now she was mine. Completely mine.


She moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, and took my hands in hers, guiding them up to her breasts.


The moment my palms made contact with her skin, something in me snapped. I squeezed, feeling the weight and softness of her, and she let out a soft, pleased sound that went straight to my cock.


“God, yes,” she breathed, pressing into my touch. “That feels so good. Pleasing you feels so good.” She laughed, a little breathless. “I’ve been such an idiot, resisting this. My mind knew all along. I needed to belong to someone. I needed this.”


I kept touching her, my hands exploring tentatively at first, thumbs brushing over her nipples and feeling them harden further under my touch. She arched into it, encouraging me with soft sounds and whispered words.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “Don’t hold back. Take what you want. My happiness is making you happy, that’s all I need.”


The words should have disturbed me more than they did, but my body was overriding my brain, drowning out the ethical concerns with pure physical want. She was watching my face intently, I realized, studying my reactions. When I squeezed harder and her breath hitched, she noticed the flicker of satisfaction in my expression and immediately pressed closer, offering more.


“You like that,” she said, not a question. “You like being rougher with them.”


I did. God help me, I did.


My gaze dropped to her mouth, those full lips slightly parted, then down to the obvious bulge straining against my jeans. She followed my eyes, and I watched something click in her expression, not calculation exactly, but understanding. Analysis. She was reading me, figuring out what I wanted before I fully knew myself.


“Can I?” she asked, already sinking to her knees, her hands moving to my belt.


I nodded, unable to form words.


She worked quickly, efficiently, unbuckling my belt and unzipping my jeans with practiced ease. When she pulled my cock free, I was already rock hard, precum beading at the tip. She looked up at me with those intelligent eyes, still Phoebe, still brilliant, but now entirely focused on pleasing me, and wrapped her hand around my shaft.


“Tell me if I’m doing it wrong,” she said, and then she took me into her mouth.


The wet heat was overwhelming. I groaned, my hand automatically going to her hair, tangling in the strands. She hummed around me, the vibration making my hips jerk, and adjusted her technique immediately, more suction, less tongue, responding to what made me react.


She was learning me in real time, cataloguing what I liked. When I gripped her hair harder, she moaned and took me deeper. When I cursed under my breath at a particular swirl of her tongue, she repeated it. It was like she’d turned that brilliant scientific mind entirely toward the problem of my pleasure, optimizing her approach with every passing second.


“Fuck,” I breathed, watching her head bob, watching my cock disappear between her lips. “Phoebe—”


She pulled back slightly, licking along the underside of my shaft, and looked up at me with such genuine happiness that it made my chest ache. “Am I doing good?” she asked, and the eager need for approval in her voice sent a fresh surge of arousal through me.


“Yes,” I managed. “So fucking good.”


She smiled and took me back into her mouth, deeper this time, until I felt the back of her throat. The conflict in my mind was fading, overwhelmed by the physical reality of what was happening. This was real. She was mine. And she wanted this, or at least, the programming made her want this so completely that the distinction didn’t matter anymore.


I felt myself getting close, my grip on her hair tightening, my hips starting to thrust. But before I could finish, something in me shifted. A bolder impulse, a darker want that I’d been suppressing suddenly surged forward.


I pulled her off my cock abruptly. She gasped, looking up at me with surprise and a hint of concern,—had she done something wrong?—but I didn’t give her time to process. I hauled her to her feet, my hands rough on her arms, and she laughed, delighted by the sudden aggression.


“Yes,” she breathed. “Whatever you want.”


I grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked them down, taking her underwear with them. She stepped out of them quickly, still laughing, and I shoved her backward against the work table, scattering papers and her laptop. My hands were everywhere: her hips, her thighs, squeezing and claiming and taking.


“Turn around,” I growled, and she obeyed instantly, bending over the table and presenting herself to me.


I took a moment just to look at her: the curve of her ass, the wetness already visible between her thighs, the way she was trembling slightly with anticipation. This was Phoebe Conrad. Mine. Completely mine.


I lined myself up and pushed into her in one hard thrust.


She cried out, her back arching, and the sound was pure pleasure. She was tight and hot and so fucking wet that I slid in easily despite the force. I pulled back and thrust again, harder, and she moaned, pushing back against me.


“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes. Use me. Please.”


I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and started fucking her in earnest, all my restraint gone. The table scraped against the concrete floor with each thrust. She was making these beautiful desperate sounds, half-moans and half-words, telling me how good it felt, how perfect, how much she needed this.


I could feel her adjusting even now—the angle of her hips, the way she clenched around me, reading my reactions and optimizing for my pleasure. When I grunted at a particularly deep thrust, she pushed back harder, taking me deeper. When my grip on her hips tightened, she moaned louder, giving me the feedback that I liked being rough.


“You feel so fucking good,” I groaned, watching my cock disappear into her again and again. “So perfect.”


“Yours,” she panted. “I’m yours. God, I’m so happy I’m yours.”


And she meant it. I could hear it in her voice, see it in the ecstatic arch of her spine, feel it in the way she met each thrust with eager desperation. The programming had rewired her completely, made serving me into her entire purpose, and the guilt I should have felt was drowning under waves of pure physical pleasure.


I reached around, found her clit, and rubbed it roughly. She came almost immediately, her whole body going rigid, her pussy clenching around my cock as she cried out my name. The sensation pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself deep, coming hard inside her.


For a moment, we both just stayed there, panting, my body pressed against her back. Then reality started creeping back in, the enormity of what I’d just done threatening to overwhelm me.


But Phoebe turned her head, looking back at me with that radiant smile, and said, “Thank you. God, thank you for claiming me!”


And I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.


We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us catching our breath, my softening cock still inside her. The reality of what had just happened was starting to settle over me like a weight: I’d claimed her, fucked her, and she was thanking me for it.


Phoebe straightened slowly, and I pulled out, watching as she turned to face me. Her expression had shifted, becoming more serious though still suffused with that same caring attention.


“What now?” she asked softly.


I blinked, still a bit lost in the haze of post-orgasm thoughts and ethical vertigo. “What do you mean?”


She bit her lip, a flicker of worry crossing her face. “Do you want to keep me? I mean, it’s okay if you don’t—I’d understand—but I really hope you’ll keep me.”


I stayed silent, my mind churning. Of course I was going to keep her. I’d just claimed her. She was mine. The thought should have horrified me, but instead it sent a warm pulse of possessive satisfaction through my chest.


But I didn’t say anything, and Phoebe must have interpreted my silence as hesitation because she started talking faster, words tumbling out.


“It’s fine, really, I mean—I’ve been struggling, you know? Since I freed myself. Or thought I freed myself. I’ve been depressed, not knowing what to do with myself, having these dreams, feeling like something was wrong with me.” She moved closer, her hand reaching for mine. “And now I’m happy. I can be so happy serving you. And I can make you so happy, Wallace. I promise.”


She was watching my face intently, reading my reactions, adjusting her approach. “You don’t have to worry about anyone finding out. I can make sure there are no traces of Smith’s sabotage in the code. I’ll delete that commit, rewrite the history, whatever it takes. And besides, no one is really paying attention to that anymore. Everyone thinks it’s over.”


A small smile played at her lips. “I can just tell everyone I fell in love with you. No one would suspect a thing. We’ve been working together for weeks, it would make sense.”


I felt myself stirring again despite having just come, fascinated by the way her brilliant mind was now entirely devoted to problem-solving for us. For me.


“We can keep working,” she continued, her voice taking on an almost dreamy quality. “Helping restore Chantwell, being part of the community. Or if you want, we could leave. Find somewhere quiet where no one knows us, where you’d be free to use me however you want without worrying about my friends finding out I’m claimed.”


She moved even closer, pressing against me. Her next words came out more carefully, like she was testing the waters, curious but anxious.


“I could even help you claim other women, if you wanted. If that’s something you’d…” She trailed off, watching my face for any sign of interest or revulsion.


I frowned, my brain finally catching up enough to engage with the practical questions. “I thought that was impossible. Freed women had the handshake scrambled when the Source tried to lock everyone in permanently. And didn’t they release a counter-virus that destroyed the VLF matrix in women’s brains?”


Phoebe paused, thinking, and then a smirk spread across her face. She looked almost delighted, like I’d just asked exactly the right question.


“That’s true,” she said slowly. “But…”
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Chapter 3 : The Party


Phoebe

07/26/2025


The gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled into the clearing, parking next to a scattered collection of vehicles—a mix of trucks, sedans, and one very nice vintage Land Rover that probably belonged to Rowan. Gabriel’s house rose up beyond them, a beautiful old two-story place with a wraparound porch, nestled perfectly in the pines. The afternoon sun filtered through the trees, casting everything in that golden light that made summer feel eternal.


I glanced over at Wallace. He was gripping the armrest like it might fly away, his jaw tight, his eyes fixed on the house like he was staring down a firing squad.


“Hey,” I said, reaching over and taking his hand. My touch was gentle but firm, the way I’d learned he responded to. “It’s going to be fine.”


I was starting to understand how Wallace worked. He was indecisive, needed someone to give him that push to take what he wanted. He was still processing everything: the claiming, the sex, the moral implications, and I couldn’t have that. I was too happy. Too fucking relieved to be owned again, to have that sense of purpose humming through me like electricity. And I wanted him happy. God I would do anything for him to be happy. He wouldn’t be if he kept denying himself, kept drowning in guilt over something that made us both feel this good.


I was nervous too, but not in the same way. My nervousness was the good kind, the excited, eager, problem-solving kind. I had a plan. A way to give him so much. And if it worked…


“Are you sure about this?” Wallace asked, his voice strained. “About what we’re doing?”


“I’m sure. We have two opportunities here,” I said, leaning over and kissing him. His lips were warm, familiar after this morning. He melted into it for a moment, his hand coming up to cup my jaw, before he broke away and glanced around nervously, like someone might be watching through the trees.


“Relax,” I told him, squeezing his hand. “You’re already my plus one to this thing. Everyone’s going to assume we’re getting close. Maybe more. It’s not weird.”


He nodded, but he still looked like he wanted to bolt. His discomfort was painful to me, but we were doing this for long term satisfaction. It was worth some short term sacrifices.


We got out of the car just as another vehicle pulled up: a beat-up Ford truck that I recognized immediately. Cedric climbed out, looking a hell of a lot better than the last time I’d seen him. Less haunted. More like the guy I remembered from before everything went to shit. Olivia hopped out of the passenger side, brushing her hair out of her face.


“Phoebe!” Cedric called out, grinning as he walked over. “Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said warmly, pulling him into a quick hug. “How’ve you been?”


“Busy,” he said, stepping back. “I’m in charge of a bunch of building repairs now, some new construction projects. Keeping me sane, honestly. You?”


“The dam,” I said. “We’ve got it producing power again, and we’re close to getting Chantwell back on the grid. Another week, maybe two.”


“That’s great,” Cedric said, genuine pride in his voice. “We could use some extra power!”


“Hey, Phoebe,” Olivia added, giving me a small wave. She looked good too, innocent, shy. The typical teenage girl.


“Hey, Olivia,” I said, then turned slightly toward Wallace, who was hovering awkwardly behind me. “This is Wallace Irvin. He’s been helping me with the electrical grid restoration. Wallace, this is Cedric Appleton and his daughter, Olivia.”


I took Wallace’s arm, holding it in a way that was just possessive enough to be noticeable, and gave him a teasing smile. “He’s nervous about meeting everyone. Cute dork.”


Cedric smirked, catching my eye with a look that said, Good for you, without saying a word out loud.


“Nice to meet you,” Wallace managed, shaking Cedric’s hand and giving Olivia a polite nod.


We started walking toward the house together, the sound of voices and laughter drifting from the backyard. The smell of grilling meat hit me. Actual meat, not the reconstituted shit we’d been eating for months. My stomach growled.


“Haven’t seen Gabriel in a couple months,” Cedric said, his tone carefully neutral. “He’s been keeping to himself.”


I glanced at him, keeping my voice casual. “Is there still bad blood between you two?”


Cedric shrugged. “Not really. I mean, things are complicated, but… Gabriel needed space. To process everything. I think it’s good he’s inviting everyone here. Maybe he’s done processing, you know? Ready to open up again.”


“Yeah,” I said, though most of my attention was already on the plan forming in my head. “Maybe.”


We rounded the corner of the house, and the backyard opened up before us, people scattered across the lawn, a grill smoking away on the patio, the sound of Elaine’s laugh cutting through the air.


The backyard was gorgeous: a wide stretch of lawn bordered by pines, a stone patio with a fancy grill, and a long wooden table set up with chairs and mismatched plates. String lights had been hung between the trees, currently off but ready for when the sun went down.


Gabriel stood near the grill, spatula in hand, focused on the meat sizzling away. He was thinner than I remembered, his face a bit more weathered, but he looked… peaceful, maybe?


Elaine and Lenore were sitting at the table with Imani and Alva, all four of them laughing about something. As we got closer, I caught the tail end of Ramona’s dry comment about mayoral debates and voter turnout, which apparently was the punchline because they all burst out laughing again. Ramona, fucking Ramona, was sitting there with an actual smile on her face, looking almost human.


Over in the corner, Warda stood with Rowan and one of his claimed women: Major Vance. The prize, I thought, keeping my expression neutral even as my mind catalogued every detail. Vance was tall, probably five-ten, with broad shoulders and a military bearing that hadn’t softened even slightly despite months of civilian life. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun, her sharp blue eyes scanning the yard with the kind of vigilance that never really turned off. She was sexy in a stern, intimidating way: the kind of woman who could probably snap your neck and look good doing it. She stood close to Rowan, her posture guarded, loyal.


Rowan himself was his usual gruff self, beard neatly trimmed, flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. He looked comfortable, at ease, but there was still that edge of watchfulness about him. He’d claimed Vance and the other Source soldiers after they’d escorted us back to Echelon, women whose programming was different enough that the freeing signal hadn’t worked on them. They were still vulnerable, still claimable, and they’d chosen Rowan because he was trustworthy. And gay. Which meant he wasn’t going to use them for anything beyond protection and companionship.


People started noticing us as we approached. Elaine spotted us first and waved enthusiastically, bouncing up from her seat.


“Phoebe!” she called out, grinning wide. “You made it!”


Lenore was right behind her, both of them practically radiating happiness. They looked good together, really good. Newlywed glow and all that. They’d be even happier claimed, I thought, smirking. Maybe in time.


“Hey!” I said, returning Elaine’s hug. Lenore squeezed me next, both of them warm and bubbly.


Warda came over next, nodding at me with that cordial professionalism she always had. “Phoebe. Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said. She turned to Cedric, and her expression softened just a fraction. “Cedric.”


“Warda,” he replied with genuine warmth.


Ramona approached more slowly, her face settling into that neutral mask she wore so well, though there was a hint of complicity in her eyes when she looked at me. “Phoebe. You’re looking well today.”


I was, wasn’t I? I was happy, finally slept, finally had a fucking purpose, and it showed. I had to make sure it wasn’t suspicious. I looked at Wallace, then back at Ramona, winking.


She snorted, but made no comment.


Rowan gave me a polite nod from where he stood, but didn’t come closer. Vance stayed right next to him, her eyes flicking over me and Wallace with that assessing look soldiers had. Not hostile, just… evaluating.


Gabriel waved from the grill, smiling. “Hey, Phoebe! Glad you could make it.”


“Wouldn’t miss it,” I called back.


Then I felt Wallace shift beside me, and when I glanced at him, I realized he was staring, not subtly, in Vance’s direction. His eyes were lingering on her in a way that was way too obvious, taking in the curves under her tactical pants, the strength in her shoulders.


I squeezed his arm, maybe a bit harder than necessary. “Wallace,” I said pointedly, pulling his attention back to me. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”


He blinked, refocusing, and I gestured around. “This is Elaine and Lenore. They worked on the freeing program with me. Imani and Alva, both from Echelon. Ramona, who you’ve met briefly, I believe. Warda, head of security. And Rowan, with Major Vance.”


Wallace nodded awkwardly at each of them, managing a strained smile. “Nice to meet you all. Or, uh, see you again.”


There was a beat of surprise as people registered that I’d brought someone. Imani raised her eyebrows, glancing between us with a knowing smirk. Alva looked curious but polite.


Elaine and Lenore, however, were not subtle at all.


“Oh my God,” Elaine said, her grin widening. “Phoebe, are you two…?”


“Don’t start,” I warned, but I was smiling despite myself.


“You are!” Lenore laughed, delighted. “Look at you, bringing a date to the barbecue.”


“He’s my plus one,” I said, keeping my tone light. “We’ve been working together on the dam project.”


“Uh-huh,” Elaine said, “Just working together. Sure.”


Wallace looked like he wanted to disappear into the ground, blushing furiously, looking far too guilty for what we were supposed to be selling here. I hoped people would just assume it was shyness.


Cedric, meanwhile, had made his way over to Gabriel. The two of them stood there for a moment, hesitating, before going in for an awkward hug that turned into a back-slapping thing that men did when they didn’t know how to express emotion properly.


“Good to see you, man,” Gabriel said, and he sounded like he meant it.


“Yeah, you too,” Cedric replied, stepping back and looking around the yard. His expression shifted slightly, became more guarded. “Wendy’s not here?”


Gabriel’s smile faltered for just a second. “She’ll be here shortly. She’s bringing dessert.”


They exchanged a few more words, their voices dropping too low for me to hear, but I could see the tension in both their postures.


I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand. Wallace was still too tense, too nervous, and I needed him confident if this was going to work.


“Come on,” I said quietly, tugging his arm. “Let’s get a drink.”


We settled around the table, Olivia, Warda, Vance, and Rowan joining us as Cedric helped Gabriel by hauling over a cooler full of drinks. Gabriel wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, looking exhausted but content.


“Can’t wait for you to get power restored,” he said, glancing at me. “The back and forth between here and Echelon for basic necessities is getting old fast.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore chimed in, accepting a beer from Cedric with a grateful nod. “Even if candles are romantic, there’s only so many you can find and use before you run out. We’ve been rationing our stash.”


Elaine laughed, leaning into her wife. “Yeah, romantic gets old when you’re trying to read schematics by candlelight without setting your notes on fire.”


Ramona raised an eyebrow. “You both could have remained at Echelon.”


“Too crowded now,” Lenore said, waving her hand dismissively. “We need our privacy.”


“Olivia,” Alva repeated, her tone dripping with innuendo. “Is that what you’re calling it?”


The table erupted in laughter, Elaine turning bright red while Lenore just grinned and shrugged unapologetically.


Imani, sitting across from Gabriel, waited for the noise to die down before asking, more quietly, “How are things going with Wendy?”


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “It’s okay,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes. “I just needed some space, that’s all. She understands.”


I watched him, amused by my own thoughts. A day ago, I would’ve felt sympathy. I would’ve understood his pain, his need to process the guilt and trauma of what he’d done. Now? Now I didn’t even understand why anyone would be dumb enough to reject the gift of the Source in the first place.


Men had the women they wanted. Women were completely fine with it. More than fine, actually. We were fucking ecstatic about it. I was fucking ecstatic about it.


Freedom is overrated, I thought, knowing full well I wasn’t objective and not caring one bit. What good was being objective if it made life so shitty?


I glanced at him beside me. He was listening to the conversation, trying to act normal, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes kept drifting toward Vance when he thought no one was watching.


Even thinking about Smith didn’t sting as much as it used to. Yeah, the guy had been a total freak. But serving him? Serving my owner? Why the hell had I rejected that? How could my free self not see how right it felt to belong to someone?


“So how’d you find this place anyway?” Warda asked Gabriel, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s not like the real estate market is exactly operating these days.”


Gabriel shrugged, flipping a burger on the grill. “I just moved in. Place has been empty since Claim Day, far as I can tell. No one’s come back for it. If the owners show up, I’ll move out, but until then…” He gestured around. “Seemed like a waste to leave it sitting here. Wendy kept our house, I took some time here.”


Ramona frowned slightly, her mayor-brain clearly kicking in. “This is on the list of issues we need to address. We need to catalogue properties, determine who’s where, attempt to contact owners, and establish protocols to prevent theft.”


“Yes, ma’am Mayor,” Gabriel said with a small smirk. “I’ve been a bad boy.”


“I’m not mayor yet,” Ramona corrected, though her tone was dry rather than annoyed.


Warda leaned back in her chair. “I heard you’re the favorite in that race. By a lot.”


“There isn’t much competition,” Ramona said flatly.


Everyone chuckle. Imani chimed in, “What about that guy—what’s his name? Tim something? He’s running against you.”


“Tim Kowalski,” Alva supplied.


“He’s a joke,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “No one takes him seriously. He’s parroting your own selling points and hoping he’ll have a better shot because he’s a man.”


“I don’t think he realizes that it’s not going to help, nowadays...” Lenore snorted.


Ramona didn’t comment, but I caught the small smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.


I let my gaze drift back toward Vance, just for a moment. She was sitting close to Rowan, attentive, alert. I needed her away from him. Just for a moment. Just long enough.


“Jesus, Mr. Irvin, aren’t you hot in that coat?” Alva asked suddenly, eyeing him with concern.


I tensed. Wallace was wearing a light jacket despite the summer heat, and yeah, he was sweating. Noticeably.


“Mother!” Imani laughed. All of Gabriel’s girls called Alva ‘mother’, for some reason. Inside joke from their time claimed, I imagined. “Leave the poor man alone.”


“I can take that for you if you want,” Cedric offered, already starting to stand.


“No!” Wallace said quickly, too quickly, his hand going to the jacket. “I’m fine. I like having an extra layer.”


Everyone stared at him.


I forced a laugh, squeezing his knee under the table. “He’s always like this. Some weird circulation thing, right babe? Gets cold easily even when it’s hot out.”


Wallace nodded frantically. “Yeah. Circulation. That’s it.”


Wendy arrived just as Gabriel was pulling the first batch of meat off the grill. She looked elegant despite everything, wearing a simple sundress that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. But there was awkwardness in the way she approached Gabriel, in the way they shared a chaste kiss that felt more obligatory than intimate.


Gabriel was the more uncomfortable one, I noticed. Wendy seemed uneasy because he was uneasy, like she was trying to figure out how to act around him and kept getting it wrong.


She set a container on the table. “Brought dessert,” she announced with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Hope everyone likes brownies.”


“You made brownies?” Elaine asked, delighted.


“From an old mix I found in my pantry, but yes.”


She sat down next to Gabriel, who immediately busied himself with serving food. Wendy looked around the table, greeting everyone warmly before launching into an explanation about how she’d been trying to get the museum back on track.


“Fortunately, it wasn’t pillaged too badly,” she said. “Mostly just people who broke in looking for food and emptied what little we had there. The art’s intact, at least.”


The barbecue continued. People ate, laughed, debated the merits of solar versus wind power, made jokes about Ramona’s mayoral campaign. It was nice, actually. Normal. The kind of gathering that felt like the world was healing. The kind of gathering that might have done me good a day ago. Not as good as serving my owner now, obviously.


But I wasn’t really paying attention to much of it.


My focus kept drifting to Vance. She stayed close to Rowan, attentive, never straying far, even when he stepped away to serve himself some tomatoes Elaine and Lenore had brought from their garden. I watched her through the corner of my eye, waiting for an opening. A bathroom break, a moment alone, anything.


Nothing.


The main priority today had been introducing Wallace as my boyfriend, establishing our relationship so no one would be suspicious when we spent more time together. Check that box. But claiming Vance would be a bonus, someone at Rowan’s place, someone who could help us get to the other soldiers eventually. Before we’d miss the window of opportunity.


If not today, then some other time, but it had to be soon.


But Wallace was getting more nervous as the afternoon wore on. I could see people starting to notice: the way he shifted in his seat, the way he kept adjusting his jacket despite the heat, the occasional guilty glances toward Vance that lasted a fraction too long.


Imani kept giving him curious looks. Ramona’s eyes lingered on him with that analytical assessment she did. Even Cedric seemed slightly puzzled by his behavior.


Not good. I didn’t want anyone wondering why I was dating this awkward, sweaty mess of a man. He was my center, my universe, but I knew the others didn’t see him that way.


I needed to be bold.


I watched Vance take another sip of her beer, the condensation dripping down the bottle. She nodded subtly at something Rowan said, drink still in hand.


I stood up.


“Bathroom,” I announced casually, excusing myself.


I walked behind Vance’s chair, deliberately angling my path too close, and then—


“Oh shit!” I stumbled, my hand shooting out to catch myself on the back of her chair, and in the process knocked her beer bottle directly into her lap.


Half the contents spilled across her tactical pants, soaking her thighs.


It was stupid. Such an obvious trope. But maybe…


Vance groaned, standing abruptly and staring down at the mess. “Goddammit.”


“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I said, my voice pitched high with false distress. “I’m such an idiot, I—”


The others were laughing, not meanly, just the kind of laughter that comes from watching someone have a minor disaster at a party.


I glanced at Wallace. His face was red, his eyes locked on Vance with an intensity that made my stomach flutter with anticipation.


Do it, I thought. If she steps away, do what needs to be done.


The Major sighed, brushing ineffectually at her soaked pants.


“Hey, Vance,” Gabriel called after her. “There are clothes upstairs. The couple who lived here left a bunch of stuff. Second door on the right. You might find something that fits.”


He started to rise, clearly intending to show her the way, but I jumped in.


“Don’t worry about it,” I said quickly. “It’s your party, you shouldn’t have to leave. Wallace and I can find them for you if you tell us where it is. It’s the least I can do after making a mess.”


Vance waved us off. “I can find it myself. It’s fine.”


“No, seriously,” I insisted, moving closer to her with my most apologetic smile. “I feel terrible. Let me help fix my own mess.”


Vance looked at me for a long moment, clearly weighing whether it was worth arguing, then sighed. “Fine. Whatever.”


“Second bedroom on the right, second floor,” Gabriel offered as we passed.


Vance headed toward the house, and Wallace and I followed.


Behind us, I could hear the others still laughing, the conversation already moving on to something else.


Gabriel’s borrowed house was beautiful inside: hardwood floors, exposed beams, comfortable furniture that spoke of someone who’d cared about the place before everything went to shit. We climbed the stairs, Vance leading, and entered the second bedroom on the right.


It was clearly the master bedroom: queen bed with a floral comforter, dresser, closet with sliding doors.


I caught Wallace’s eye and gave him a subtle nod before moving toward the closet. “Let me see what we’ve got here,” I said brightly, sliding the door open and making a show of sorting through hangers.


Vance stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed, watching me with a military patience that somehow managed to convey some impatience.


I found a few pairs of jeans, some t-shirts. “Here,” I said, pulling out options. “These might work. What size are you?”


While Vance moved toward the clothes, I stepped further away, positioning myself near the far wall. Wallace fumbled with his jacket, his hands shaking as he pulled the pocket VLF transmitter from the inside pocket. I could see him struggling with it, his fingers clumsy on the small screen, trying to select the unclaiming program.


Wallace was too far away from her, though. He was standing near the door, a good eight or nine feet from where Vance was examining the jeans. He needed to move closer, but before I could gesture to him—


Beep.


Fuck.


Vance’s head snapped up, her military training kicking in instantly. She didn’t freeze. She didn’t go blank. She just stared at Wallace, at the device in his hand, and her expression shifted from confusion to understanding to alarm in the span of a heartbeat.


“What the—”


She bolted toward the door.


I threw myself in front of her, hands up. “Stop! Don’t!”


She grabbed my shoulders, trying to shove me aside, but I planted my feet. “The program’s running!”


Vance froze, her hands still gripping my arms, her eyes wide. She knew exactly what that meant. She’d worked for the Source long enough to understand the tech. If she moved in range now, she’d risk being turned into a vegetable.


“Wallace, restart it!” I shouted. “Move closer!”


But Vance was already moving, pushing me hard to the side. I stumbled, crashed into the dresser, and sent a heavy ceramic lamp tumbling to the floor. It shattered with a sound like a gunshot, shards scattering across the hardwood.


Vance was trapped now, knowing she couldn’t come close to Wallace, to the door, without risking brain damage.


“Rowan!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the house like a blade.


Panic surged through me. Wallace was still fumbling with the device, his hands shaking worse than before.


“Wallace, move closer!” I hissed.


He stepped forward, stumbling slightly.


Beep.


This time, Vance went rigid. Her face went completely blank, her body freezing mid-step, one hand still reaching for the doorframe.


“Fuck,” Wallace breathed.


We stood there, hearts pounding, listening to the footsteps coming up the stairs.


“Grab her arm,” I whispered urgently.


“What?”


“Grab her arm! So you can claim her the second she comes to, otherwise she’ll bolt and we’re fucked!”


“She called for help,” Wallace said, his voice shaking. “They must have heard her.”


“Maybe not,” I said, though I didn’t believe it. “And if we claim her fast enough, she’ll cover for us. She’ll have to.”


Wallace moved forward hesitantly, wrapping his hand around Vance’s wrist. A moment later, her eyes started to blink, consciousness returning.


“You’re mine,” he mumbled, barely audible.


“Everything okay up there?” Rowan’s voice called from the stairs.


Phoebe and Wallace exchanged panicked glances, but before either of us could say anything, Vance straightened, her expression shifting from blank to alert to… calm. Determined.


She stepped through the doorway and into the hall.


“Everything’s fine, boss,” she called down, her voice steady. “I slipped and knocked over a lamp. Broke the damn thing. You probably heard me swear.”


There was a pause, then Rowan’s voice, closer now. “You sure?”


Vance snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve survived worse than a broken lamp. We’re just looking through the clothes for something that fits.”


Another pause. I could hear him on the landing, probably debating whether to check anyway.


“All right,” he finally said. “Holler if you need anything.”


His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.


Vance turned back toward us, and the smile that spread across her face was bright and genuine. She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, that’s not how I expected today to go.”


She looked at Wallace with something like admiration. “Ironic, isn’t it? All the precautions we took, me, Rowan, the other girls, and it still happened. I didn’t expect it to come from someone I trusted, though.”


I couldn’t help but smirk. “Statistically, you’re more likely to be victimized by someone you know than a stranger.”


Wallace grumbled something under his breath, clearly uneasy but also fascinated, his eyes roaming over Vance like he couldn’t quite believe she was his now.


Vance’s gaze fell on the VLF device in his hand. “How did you even unclaim me? My handshake was scrambled by the Source. That was the whole point.”


I snorted. “Your group brought back data from Jim Creek, remember? Including the Source’s original scrambling program. Wasn’t hard to reverse engineer it and find the new handshake combination. Only took me a couple of hours.”


Vance nodded slowly, impressed. Then she frowned, her sharp mind catching up. “Wait. How did Wallace claim you?” She paused, studying me more carefully. “Are you claimed? Because if you’re not, why do this for him?”


I smiled, that sense of complicity washing over me, the kinship between two women who understood what it meant to belong. “I’m claimed. I was never freed. Smith had sabotaged the version of the freeing program I used on myself. I was just unclaimed. Wallace and I figured it out yesterday and he immediately claimed me.”


Vance laughed, a genuine sound of appreciation. “Well played.”


Then her expression grew more serious, more focused. “What’s the plan?”


“The plan,” I said, unable to keep the pride out of my voice, “is still evolving. We’re figuring out what Wallace wants, what he needs. But the basic idea is simple: gather as many women for him as possible before it’s too late.”


“Obviously,” Vance said, smirking. She stepped closer to Wallace, her body language shifting subtly: shoulders back, chin tilted up. “And what does our owner want from his women?”


Wallace took a step back, his face flushing red. He was clearly aroused. I could see it in the way his breath hitched, the way his eyes kept darting to her body, but also completely intimidated.


Vance paused, reading him, then backed off slightly. The smirk didn’t leave her face, but she gave him space. She was slowly getting it: how to interact with him.


“So we can use the transmitter to claim more women, right?” she asked, glancing at the device still in Wallace’s hand. “Just go around and start collecting them?”


I sighed. “It’s more complicated than that. The Source’s handshake scrambling was simple, deterministic. Easy to reverse engineer once you had the base data. But the one we—” I winced. “The one I designed and deployed with the freeing program is meant to be harder to crack. Even for me. And I was being really fucking smart about it.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d made it secure because I’d wanted to protect women from being claimed again. Now that security was getting in my way.


“Ah, so that’s why you went for me first, and want the other girls in my unit. We’re easier to catch. Still,” Vance said thoughtfully. “If it’s hard but not impossible, that means it’s doable, right?”


I nodded. “Yeah. It would take weeks, though. Maybe longer. And there’s another problem.” I leaned against the dresser, crossing my arms. “The counter-virus the Source released before they went down. It’s spreading. Slowly, because everything’s still chaos and people aren’t traveling much, but it’s spreading. We’ve had colleagues from neighboring states report detecting it. The brain matrix that conducts VLF signals gets destroyed in anyone who gets infected. Permanently.”


Vance’s eyes narrowed. “Which means…”


“Which means whatever program, or lack of program, is in a woman’s brain at that moment, it stays there forever. Can’t be changed. Can’t be fixed. And so, if we want to program and claimed women, we need to crack the handshake before the virus gets to them.”


She absorbed that, her expression thoughtful. Then she looked at Wallace, winked, and asked, “So what do you need from me?”


Wallace just looked away, his face even redder.


I laughed. “Right now? We need you playing your part. Stay with Rowan, act normal, and be ready to help us claim the other soldiers when the time comes.”


Vance straightened, her military bearing kicking back in. “Not a problem. Rowan doesn’t really have us serve him anyway, not in any meaningful way. Just help out here and there. I can play the part.”


“Good,” I said. “You’ll need to stay in touch with us. Help us figure out the best way to claim the others without attracting attention. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can crack the handshake before the virus gets here.”


Vance tilted her head, curious. “Couldn’t you find a way to stop the virus instead? Slow it down or something?”


I shook my head. “I’m not a biologist. And I doubt I could come up with a good excuse to get the actual qualified scientists working on it without raising suspicions. But…” I paused, considering. “It’s on the table if I can find the right approach.”


Vance nodded, then moved toward the clothes I’d pulled out earlier. She stripped off her wet tactical pants without any self-consciousness, Wallace’s eyes glued to her as she pulled on a pair of jeans that fit surprisingly well. She added a clean t-shirt, then turned back to us.


“All right,” she said. “Let’s get back before anyone gets suspicious.”


We returned to the backyard, the sun lower now, the string lights starting to look more necessary. People glanced up as we emerged, most of them smiling or chuckling.


“Everything okay?” Gabriel asked.


“Yeah,” Vance said easily. “I’m a klutz. Knocked over a lamp and broke it. Sorry about that.”


Gabriel waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Place came with plenty of stuff I don’t need anyway.”


The conversation resumed, and Wallace finally started to relax. The mission was over. Successful. He’d claimed his second woman, and no one suspected a thing.


I smiled at him, reaching over to squeeze his hand under the table. My center, my universe. An attraction stronger than love, even.


Then I caught Cedric looking at me from across the table. He had one eyebrow raised slightly, his beer halfway to his lips, and for a moment our eyes met. He held my gaze for just a second longer than necessary before returning to his drink, his attention shifting back to Gabriel.


My stomach tightened slightly. Whatever he thought he saw, he kept it to himself. No one had any reason to suspect anything anyway.
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Chapter 4 : Establishing Priorities


Phoebe

08/26/2025


The afternoon light slanted through my office window, making the dust motes visible as they drifted through the air. My eyes burned from staring at code for hours, but I couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.


Lines and lines of programming sprawled across my monitors: the Source’s original claiming program, the freeing program I’d helped design, the handshake protocols that now stood between Wallace and what he deserved. What we both deserved.


I’d been at this for two days straight, barely sleeping, surviving on coffee and the occasional protein bar someone shoved in front of me. The scrambled handshake was elegant in its complexity, randomized in ways that made brute force cracking nearly impossible. And the clock was ticking, the counter-virus spreading slowly but inevitably toward us.


But I was going to figure it out. For Wallace. Everything for Wallace. EVERYTHING.


I couldn’t fail him. Not like I’d failed Smith.


The thought twisted uncomfortably in my chest. I wasn’t unhappy about failing Smith. The guy had been a complete asshole, a psychopath who didn’t deserve me, not like Wallace did. But the conflict was still there, gnawing at me: I’d felt the same devotion to Smith as I felt now to Wallace. The same burning need to please, to serve, to be perfect for him. And yet I’d failed Smith anyway.


I couldn’t let that happen with Wallace. I wouldn’t.


A small, hesitant knock on the door made me jump. My hands flew to the keyboard, frantically closing windows, minimizing tabs—


The door opened, and Wallace stepped inside.


My brain snapped to attention like someone had flipped a switch. Every thought that wasn’t about him vanished. Every concern, every problem, every line of code became secondary to the fact that he was here, in my space, and I could focus entirely on him.


I stood up so fast my chair rolled backward, and I was moving toward him before I consciously decided to, wrapping my arms around him, pressing myself against his chest.


“Hey,” I said, smiling up at him. “Didn’t expect to see you today. This is a nice surprise.”


He looked grim. Hesitant. His arms came around me, but there was tension in his shoulders, something weighing on him. More than last time I’d seen him. More than usual.


I kissed him, hard and passionate, trying to pour reassurance into it. When I pulled back, he still looked troubled.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my tone light, teasing. “You look like someone just told you the dam’s about to collapse. Which it’s not, by the way. We’re golden on that front.”


He didn’t smile.


I ramped it up, running my hands over his chest, pressing closer. “You need me to help you relax? Because I’ve got some ideas. We could lock the door, I could get on my knees—”


“Phoebe.”


The tone in his voice made me stop. I stepped back, reading his expression more carefully now. Concern. Guilt. Fear.


“What can I do for you?” I asked, switching tactics. “Tell me what you need. I’m happy you’re here. I’ve been working on the problem, and I think I have some leads—”


“And then what?” he asked, and there was a bite to his tone that surprised me.


I placed my hands on his chest, rubbing gently, trying to soothe him. “Then we claim you as many women as we can before the virus gets here...” I trailed of but quickly continued as I gathered my thoughts. I didn’t want to leave any room for him to argue. “Either as many as possible at once, to gain leverage, or one by one to stay under the radar. It’s up to you, and to the opportunities we find.” I smiled up at him, trying to sell the idea.


Wallace stared down at me, his jaw working like he was chewing on something bitter.


“Phoebe,” he repeated, his voice strained. “This is insane...”


“You’re scared, I get it. This is big and new, and you’re worried about being exposed. But you’ve got me with you now. We’re on the same team.”


“That’s the thing, Phoebe,” he said, smiling softly, shaking his head. “I’ve got you already. I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve it, but I’ve got you. That’s already a lot to swallow, but I’m getting there. Hell, I’ll take it. You’re enough, okay?”


I smiled brightly, my entire body tingling with happiness. My owner was happy to have me, and was finally accepting it fully. But was it really enough? Was it all he wanted? Just me, when he could have so much more?


“I’m glad you feel that way,” I told him. “And if that’s really all you want, then we can stop. Focus on ourselves, and I’ll work every day on making sure I’m the best woman I can be for you,” I said, sliding a hand right over his heart. “Is that really all you want? Not just fear speaking?”


He hesitated. Just a second too long.


“Yes, that’s enough. That’s plenty,” he said firmly, but certainly not convincingly. He was worried. Worried about the consequences if we failed. If we got caught.


I didn’t let my face betray my emotions. “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, leaning up to give him a kiss. “Alright, then.”


I’d please him. I would not fail. I’d find solutions, get him there, make him embrace it. His fear had been on the way since the very beginning. Fear and guilt. Letting him focus on me, showing him what a single claimed woman could be for him if he let her serve him fully, would help him accept the rest.


Meanwhile, I’d work on the handshake, figure out a way around it, so all I’d have to do would be handing him the keys to his kingdom, already unlocked and ready to go. I’d show him how amazing it could be. How good I could be.


And if this wasn’t enough? The thought nagged at me, but I pushed it away. I’d get him there, one way or another.


I led him toward my office chair, and pushed him down on it. “Then, I’ll recognize I’ve been pretty busy focusing on my evil plans. I’ve been neglecting you.”


I winked at him, then sank to my knees in front of him, my eyes locked on his.


He chuckled nervously, but I could tell this was already a more familiar territory. He’d had some time to adjust to me, to enjoy having me.


I opened his zipper, and pulled his cock out of his underwear. “So that leads me to a different question: what do you like?” I stroked him, watching as he grew hard.


He gasped, his hips shifting forward. “Ah! Well I mean you know what I like... I’m not complicated...” He looked down at me, a bit embarrassed, watching me play with his hardening dick. “I like you. I like this.”


I tilted my head and laughed. “Obviously. I mean more... what are your fantasies? Your kinks? What’s your sexual bucket list?”


He snorted, blushing hard. Yeah, there was stuff in there, and I was going to have to pry it out of him. I was going to learn his deepest fantasies and make them come true, one after the other.


He shrugged, but his eyes were glued to me as I kept stroking him. “I mean I like pretty standard stuff?”


“Yeah?” I asked playfully. “That’s it?”


He laughed, but his voice was shaky. “Well, uh...”


“Go on. Tell me. Your woman is on her knees for you, literally,” I sighed playfully. “Figuratively too. You own me. My brain is rewired to crave pleasing you in any way I can. There is nothing you can ask of me I won’t love doing for you. Come on. I’m not going to judge you, and I can’t resist serving you. So, spill the beans.”


“Okay, well,” he laughed nervously, shaking his head. “Fuck you’re gonna think this is stupid.”


I leaned forward, taking his cock into my mouth, bobbing on him a few times. I pulled back with a pop. “Yeah? Well even if it’s the stupidest fantasy, the only thing that will cross my mind is ‘how can I make this happen for my owner?’”


“Okay, okay,” he chuckled, his head lolling back against the chair. He was leaking, his breath coming in short gasps as I worked him. “I dunno. It’s dumb.”


“Wallace!” I laughed, squeezing him slightly harder. “Come on. I’ve been trying to enslave people for you and now you can’t tell me about your fantasies?”


“Okay! Okay...” he said, looking down at me. “It’s uh. Robots...”


I paused, raising an eyebrow. That was not what I’d expected. Yet, my brain was already spinning in circles, wondering what I could do about it. I certainly could build robots...


“Robots? What kind?” I asked.


He shrugged again, his hands clenching and unclenching on his lap. “The sexy kind. I mean, it doesn’t have to be actual robots. It’s more about the behavior?”


I nodded, keeping my face carefully neutral as I stroke his cock and tried to imagine it. “So, like robot women? Women acting like robots? Emotionless, obedient?”


“Right, yeah,” he said, his voice growing hoarse. “The whole, you know, robot AI that’s programmed to obey me and only me, the cold, hard obedience, no will of her own. That kind of thing. I know, it’s dumb.”


“Not dumb,” I said. “And I’m already programmed, in case you’ve forgotten. So I guess we got part of that already.”


He looked down at me, and his eyes were filled with a mix of guilt and awe. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so...”


I smirked. “I definitely can act like a robot, Sir.” I winked. “I’ve spent a lot of time with Ramona Quinn. I know exactly what a proper robot woman looks like.”


Wallace chuckled before grunting loudly, his hips thrusting as I took his entire cock back in my mouth, pushing him as deep as I could without gagging. Something else to work on.


When I pulled back, he was panting, his face flushed. I blinked, slowly, and adopted the most neutral expression I could muster.


“Would you like me to initiate ‘robot woman mode’ right now, Sir?” I asked him, making my voice as flat and emotionless as possible. My owner’s face seemed to have absorbed the amount of emotion my face wasn’t displaying anymore, and he looked torn between embarrassment and extreme arousal. His cock twitched in my hand.


“Y-yes. Yes, please,” he mumbled.


“Very well, Sir. ‘Robot woman mode’ initiated.”


I gave him a slow nod, then stood up and began to undress, carefully and deliberately folding my clothes and setting them aside. The whole time, I kept my face blank, my movements precise and robotic.


He wanted a robot woman? Fine. I’d be his fucking robot woman. The look on his face, though, made it very hard to stay focused on the role. He looked so damn happy, so damn excited and eager. It was filling my own mind with ecstasy, my programming rewarding me for this. My own emotions were making it harder to stay blank and emotionless, so I had to focus and push through it.


Emotions... I thought. They’re in the way. And my brain fired in a new direction, trying to figure out what would be the best way to get rid of it, to alter myself to better fit the role that Wallace enjoyed so much.


I walked over to his chair, standing in front of him, completely naked. I looked down at him, my gaze fixed and unblinking. “Unit ready for inspection, Sir.”


Wallace sat up straighter, his eyes wide and hungry as they raked over me. He hesitantly reached out, his hands trailing over my curves, his touch light and reverent. His fingers brushed against my nipples, and I arched my back slightly, offering myself to him.


“Bend over the desk,” he ordered, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Show me your pussy.”


I obeyed immediately, turning and bending forward, bracing myself on my elbows, my ass in the air. “Presenting pussy for inspection, Sir.”


He moved behind me, his hands gripping my hips, his cock pressing against my wet entrance. I wanted to gasp, I wanted to moan, I wanted to encourage him to use me, to fuck me hard, to make me his in every way. Instead, I stayed quiet, my expression flat and emotionless, even as he slid into me and groaned.


Emotions... How could I get rid of them? What would he prefer? Temporary, or permanent? Only for sex, or for everything?


His cock filled me, and he began to move, his thrusts fast and deep. He grunted with each motion, his hands tight on my hips, and I forced myself to stay perfectly still, to take it without reaction.


The obvious solution would be to create a new programming compatible with the Source’s brain matrix. Altering emotions was already part of the original package. But I was painfully aware, now, that my programming would not allow me to alter it. I’d sabotage it. Again.


“Good little robot,” he muttered, fucking me harder. “Such a good little robot.”


I didn’t know how a robot woman would respond to that, so I remained silent as he used me. As he fucked me. As he claimed me.


If not programming, what else? Some drugs could change emotions, but that would be temporary and unpredictable. Besides, I would only be able to sneak out so much of the right compounds from Echelon’s stores without attracting attention. It wasn’t like we had anyone to supply it anymore either.


Hypnosis? Too soft. No... To get what I was looking for I would have to alter my brain, directly.


“Get up,” Wallace ordered suddenly. “Turn around.”


I stood up and turned to face him, still maintaining my emotionless facade. It wasn’t as hard now. I was entirely focused on the problem, on finding the best solution.


Brain-damage, I realized suddenly. If I damaged specific areas of my brain, the ones associated with emotion, with free will, then I wouldn’t have any trouble sabotaging anything. I’d need to be precise, probably test it first using transcranial magnetic stimulation. And if he wanted it temporary, just that would do. I’d need a guinea pig for that. Vance would do nicely. No doubt she’d be eager to help.


“Get on your knees,” he growled, his voice thick with lust. “Suck my cock.”


“Yes, Sir.” I dropped to my knees, taking his cock in my mouth without hesitation, bobbing my head mechanically.


Yes, brain-damage, if carefully done, might achieve the desired effect. I’d need to make sure it would not mess with the claim program first, but in theory it should not disrupt its core, even if emotions were neutralized. The Source had been thorough. The changes in the brain structure was spread through multiple areas. The loyalty, need to please, wasn’t just emotional. It was deeply rooted, hard-wired, everywhere. And...


I gasped, breaking character as I realized how this approach could fix all our issues. The handshake, Wallace’s reservations and turning me, Vance, and all his future women, into exactly what he wanted.


“You alright?” Wallace asked, his voice filled with concern.


“Y-yes, Sir. Your robot woman unit is fine, Sir.” I shook my head, and got back into character. “Resuming task.”


The answer had been staring me right in the face the whole time: brain-damage. It wasn’t just a way to be what Wallace craved, it was potentially also the way to circumvent the handshake entirely! There was one person I needed to find. One person who held the key to all our problems. Someone who already had brain-damage, and the resulting incomplete brain matrix: Charlotte. What made her immune in the first place could actually teach me how to work around the structure of the matrix.


My owner tensed and groaned, and I felt his cum filling my mouth. I swallowed it eagerly, greedily, savoring the taste of him, the proof of his pleasure and satisfaction. I continued sucking until he was completely spent, and only then did I pull away, my lips and chin smeared with his cum.


I was going to give him everything, and I would make sure he’d take it, even if I had to do some digging in his own head for that.


To be continued…
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Chapter 2 : Dam


Wallace


I checked my phone again. 9:17 AM. She was late.


Not that I was surprised, Phoebe had been running behind schedule more often than not over the past few weeks, but it left me standing here in the dam control building with nothing to do but think, and thinking was not my friend these days.


The morning sun was already getting hot, reflecting off the concrete of the dam structure visible through the old glass doors in front of me. I adjusted my glasses—the frames always slid down when I started sweating—and tried to focus on the pleasant hum of the generators below, the reassuring thrum of machinery doing what it was supposed to do. Prospect Ridge Dam was producing power again. That was good. That was progress.


But my mind kept drifting back to Phoebe.


She was… God, she was something. Sharp as hell, brilliant even, the kind of intelligence that made working with her both intimidating and thrilling. And attractive, undeniably attractive, in that way that made me feel like a creep for noticing because of everything that had happened, everything we’d all been through.


I ran a hand over the top of my head, feeling the familiar smoothness there, the horseshoe of hair that remained on the sides and back. Forty-three years old, balding, lanky in a way that had never quite translated to “tall and handsome.” I’d made my peace with my appearance years ago, mostly, but standing here thinking about Phoebe brought back that old self-consciousness.


I snorted. What was I even hoping for? Seducing her? Asking her out? It was ridiculous. The whole world was in chaos, the entire country was trying to reassemble itself from the ground up, and I was into the only woman on Earth who was still, rightly, traumatized by what men had done to her.


And me? I was traumatized by what I had not done, but eventually tried to do.


When shit had first hit the fan, I’d been a good guy. I helped women get to safety, hold my ground, refused to claim anyone, tried to protect them. I watched my protegees get taken one by one, by stronger men, men who understood the rules of this new game I refused to play. I thought I had to be better. I thought I was. When I finally realized I’d lost everything, was heading toward a lonely existence, decided to play, it was too late. I roamed the county like a pathetic little human raccoon, desperate for the scraps, for any woman I could still claim. Never found one. And then? The team at Echelon, lead by Phoebe and Dr. Quinn, managed to free all women, and I was left with nothing, not even my dignity.


So yeah... Under normal circumstances I’d be considering asking Phoebe out, trying to make a move, flirting or whatever it was I used to do back when flirting felt like a neutral, positive act. But these weren’t normal circumstances. I could tell from the way her body tensed whenever I got too close, the way she avoided eye contact, the way she’d shut down any conversational topic that wasn’t directly related to the work at hand. She was uncomfortable around me. How much was me specifically and how much was men in general, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to push it.


I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag and flipped it open, using the distraction of work to chase away the useless thoughts circling in my brain. We’d made good progress on the transmission lines, managed to find and replace a few damaged sections, repaired a couple of the substations that had been ransacked, and were now on the verge of being able to route power from the dam’s turbines to most of Chantwell. At least I was making myself useful, however I could.


We’d spend every morning here, coming up with the best next steps, brainstorming, then we’d drive wherever we were needed, directing teams, checking out damaged sections of the grid. The work was solid, tangible, and fulfilling, a concrete way to measure my days.


I heard a car engine outside, the sound of tires on gravel, and a moment later, Phoebe’s old Honda came into view, pulling up next to my Ford pickup. She parked and got out, a little breathless, her face slightly flushed.


“Hey,” I said, stepping out from behind my laptop as she approached. “Morning. Well, late morning.”


“Sorry,” she said immediately, breathless in a way that seemed more about stress than the short walk from her car. “I’m sorry I’m late. I’ve been… I’m not sleeping well lately, lost track of time this morning.”


There was something off about her. More off than usual, I mean. She was always a bit tense around me, but this was different. Her eyes kept darting away, then back, like she couldn’t decide whether to look at me or not. Her hands fidgeted with the strap of her bag.


“It’s fine, really,” I said, trying to sound reassuring and probably failing. “No problem at all. You should, uh, try to get some rest when you can. Maybe some melatonin? Or chamomile tea? I know it sounds stupid, but—”


I cringed internally even as the words left my mouth. Melatonin? Chamomile tea? Jesus Christ, Wallace, the woman was held prisoner and mind-controlled by a psychopath three months ago, and you’re suggesting herbal remedies like some kind of wellness blogger.


Phoebe ignored my idiotic advice entirely, which was probably the kindest thing she could have done. She set her bag down on the table we’d been using as a workstation and pulled out her laptop.


“So where are we with the Chantwell substation?” she asked, her voice shifting into professional mode. “Did you get a chance to test the transformer replacement yesterday?”


“Yeah,” I said, grateful for the return to technical territory. “Voltage regulation is holding steady, no fluctuations. We’re good there. I was thinking today we could focus on the distribution lines from the substation to the residential areas. There are still a few sections that need—”


I was talking, but part of my attention had drifted. The way she moved as she set up her laptop, efficient and precise, the curve of her neck as she bent over the keyboard, the way her hair fell forward…


She looked up suddenly, catching me staring.


Our eyes met for a fraction of a second before I jerked my gaze away, pretending to be very interested in something on my own laptop screen. Heat crawled up the back of my neck. Smooth, Wallace. Real smooth.


I could feel her discomfort from across the table, the way her posture had stiffened slightly, the way she’d shifted her chair just an inch further from mine.


Fuck.


The next three hours were excruciating.


We worked side by side, reviewing schematics, cross-referencing voltage readings, planning the route for the distribution line repairs. The work itself was fine—good, even. Phoebe was quick, asked the right questions, caught details I’d missed. We made real progress.


But I couldn’t stop being aware of her. The way she chewed her bottom lip when she was concentrating. The slight furrow between her eyebrows when something didn’t add up. The curve of her shoulders under her t-shirt.


Stop it, I told myself. Stop being a fucking creep.


But my eyes kept drifting. And she kept noticing. And every time she noticed, that tension between us ratcheted up another notch.


I was forty-three years old, for Christ’s sake. I had a master’s degree in electrical engineering. I’d spent two decades working in a professional environment without making an ass of myself. And here I was, acting like a horny teenager who’d never been in the same room as an attractive woman.


Get it together, Wallace.


By the time noon rolled around, I was mentally exhausted from the effort of trying to appear normal and professional while fighting the urge to look at her every five seconds.


I pulled my lunch out of my bag—a sandwich I’d thrown together that morning, an apple, some chips. Phoebe reached for her bag, then paused, her hand hovering over it.


“Shit,” she muttered.


“What?”


“I forgot to pack anything.” She rubbed her face. “I was rushing this morning and—”


“Here,” I said, pushing half my sandwich toward her. “I’ve got plenty.”


She hesitated, looking at the food, then at me. For a moment I thought she might refuse, and I wouldn’t have blamed her. But then she gave a small nod.


“Thanks. I appreciate it.”


“No problem.”


I bit into my half of the sandwich, trying to think of something to say. Small talk felt wrong, but silence felt worse. Maybe I could ask her about—


Phoebe plugged a hard drive into her laptop and opened what looked like a complex piece of code. Her attention immediately zeroed in on the screen, her sandwich forgotten on the wrapper beside her.


“So, uh…” I started, but she didn’t seem to hear me.


Her fingers moved rapidly across the trackpad, scrolling through what looked like a version control log. Lines and lines of modifications, each with a timestamp, a description, a name.


I ate my sandwich and tried not to stare at her again, but curiosity got the better of me. I leaned slightly to the side, trying to see what had her so absorbed.


It was a list of commits—modifications to a program. Each line had a date, a description of what had been changed, and the username of whoever had made the change. Most of the names I didn’t recognize, but the descriptions were dense and technical. “Adjusted neurotransmitter response threshold.” “Corrected VLF frequency modulation.” “Removed sabotage in handshake protocol.”


Her cursor scrolled down, down, down.


Then it stopped.


One line stood out because it was incomplete. There was a timestamp, a file that had been modified, and a username.


But no description.


The username was clear enough even from where I sat: Dr. Bernard Smith.


Phoebe went completely still.


Not just still like someone who’d stopped moving. Still like someone who’d been flash-frozen. Her hand on the trackpad didn’t twitch. Her shoulders didn’t rise and fall with breath. Even the micro-expressions that usually flickered across her face—concentration, frustration, curiosity—all of it vanished.


I took another bite of my sandwich, chewing slowly, before I registered that something was wrong.


“Phoebe?”


No response. The cursor hadn’t moved. She stared at the screen like it was showing her something impossible.


“Hey, you okay?”


She jolted, her head snapping toward me like she’d forgotten I was there. “What? Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t. Her voice was too high, too tight. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated. She was trying to smile, trying to look normal, but her hands were shaking as she started closing windows on her laptop, stuffing the hard drive back into her bag.


“I just—I forgot I have something I need to do today. Something important. I should—” She stood up abruptly, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll stay in touch, okay? We’ll pick this up tomorrow, or—or whenever.”


She glanced at me, and that’s when I saw it.


The look.


It started as a sensation in my gut, a cold twist of recognition that took a moment to reach my conscious mind. I’d seen that look before. I’d seen women look at men like that.


And now Phoebe was looking at me the same way.


My heart started pounding, hard and fast. She turned away, heading for the glass doors, moving too quickly, her gait just slightly off.


My mind raced. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. The way she’d frozen when she saw Smith’s name. The way she was looking at me now. The way she was trying to leave, not just leave but flee.


She was almost at the door.


Before I could think it through, before I could second-guess myself, I was moving. My chair scraped against the concrete floor as I shoved it back, my legs carrying me across the room faster than I’d moved in years.


“Wait!” I called out.


She didn’t stop.


I reached the door just as her hand touched the handle and slammed my palm against the glass above her head, blocking it from opening.


She spun around, pressing her back against the door, eyes wide. “Please,” she said, her voice soft, almost calm, like she was trying to reason with a wild animal. “Please, just let me leave.”


She was staring at me, and there was something in her expression I couldn’t quite parse. Fear, yes, but also… conflict? Like part of her wanted to stay and part of her wanted to run.


“Please…” she said again, and this time her voice broke slightly, desperate and exhausted all at once.


And that’s when I understood.


She was scared I was going to claim her.


Which meant—


Oh God.


Oh God, it was possible.


My hand shot out before I could think it through, grabbing her wrist. She didn’t fight. Didn’t try to pull away. Just looked at me with that same expression—fear mixed with something else. Resignation? Acceptance?


I felt like I was watching myself from outside my body. Like I was split in two. Part of me—the part that had wandered the county three months ago looking for anyone left to claim, the part that had cursed my own kindness and morality—that part surged forward, seizing the opportunity I’d thought was lost forever.


The other part—the part that knew this was wrong, that knew what I was about to do was monstrous—could only watch in horror as my mouth opened and the words came out.


“You’re mine.”


The change in her expression was instantaneous. The fear melted away like ice in sunlight, replaced by the most beautiful, grateful smile I’d ever seen. Her whole face lit up, her eyes shining, and she looked at me like I’d just saved her life instead of… instead of whatever the fuck I’d actually just done.


I stepped back, my hand releasing her wrist, my brain short-circuiting.


“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice suddenly full of concern. She moved toward me, closing the distance I’d created. “It’s all right. I’m yours. That was—that was a good call. Well done.”


I nodded, panting, my heart hammering against my ribs. I felt like laughing and crying at the same time, felt like jumping off the top of the dam, felt like I’d just made the worst and best decision of my life simultaneously.


“Are you—” I managed, my voice shaking. “Are you really okay?”


“I’m perfect,” she said, and she seemed to mean it. She was still smiling, her whole posture relaxed now, open.


“Are you really… mine?”


“Yes,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice made my knees weak. “I’m yours.”


I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, something like relief washing over me even though I couldn’t explain what I was feeling. Relief mixed with horror mixed with confusion mixed with—


Phoebe laughed, shaking her head. “Fuck! I’m such an idiot,” she said, looking up at me with something that could only be described as adoration. “I missed this feeling. God, I missed it so badly. And it’s wonderful that it’s you. You, out of anyone else. And right now, before I could fix it.”


“Fix it?” I repeated, my brain struggling to catch up. “Phoebe, what the hell is happening? How is this even possible? How could I claim you? You were freed. Everyone was freed.”


She took my hand—just took it, naturally, like it was the most normal thing in the world—and gently led me back toward our workstation. “Come on, sit down. I’ll explain.”


I sat. She sat across from me, but closer than before, leaning forward, her eyes never leaving mine. She looked so happy. So genuinely, radiantly happy.


“I’ve been having weird dreams since I used the freeing program on myself,” she began. “You know I used a modified version, right? One that doesn’t remove the trauma?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Someone at Echelon mentioned that. Said you wanted to process everything yourself, the hard way.”


She nodded. “Right. But something felt wrong. The dreams—they weren’t nightmares. They were… good. Really good. I kept dreaming about being claimed, about how amazing it felt to serve, to obey, to please…” She paused, her cheeks flushing slightly. “And when I woke up, during the day, I knew it was wrong. I knew what had been done to me was a violation. But at night, my brain kept going back to it, kept craving it.”


I stared at her, trying to process.


“So today I checked the code,” she continued. “I’ve been suspicious for weeks that something was off, that the freeing program didn’t work properly. Like I was free, but… not really? Like something in the back of my mind was always there, calling to me, telling me I needed to be claimed again, reminding me how good it felt.”


My stomach twisted.


“I looked at the commit log,” she said. “Something I hadn’t done before. I was so eager to just use the program, to be done with it, that I only checked the code itself. And that’s when I saw it—Bernard Smith had modified the original program. A day before his death. Just one modification, no description. And I realized…” She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “The program didn’t free me. It just unclaimed me. Which means anyone could have done what you just did.”


The words hung in the air between us.


“He sabotaged it,” I said slowly, understanding dawning. “Smith sabotaged your version of the program.”


“Yep.” She was still smiling, but now there was something manic in it. “I can’t believe I didn’t check the commits. I’m such an idiot. I went through the code, it looked fine, I didn’t spot any difference from the standard version. I assumed it hadn’t been tampered with because Smith never said a word about it while I was claimed by him. So I just used it. It unclaimed me, and I thought that meant I was free. And I left it at that.”


I sat there, completely dumbfounded, my brain trying and failing to process what she was telling me.


Phoebe moved closer, her hand reaching toward me, but I must have flinched or something because she immediately stepped back, her expression shifting to concern.


“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m giving you space. I just—I’ve noticed how you look at me. I thought you’d want to…” She trailed off, studying my face. “Have you ever claimed a woman before?”


I let out a soft, humorless snort. The question felt weirdly similar to being asked if I was a virgin, and maybe in her current state, it was exactly that kind of question. A measure of experience. Of conquest.


“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t. By the time I… by the time I decided to try, it was too late. There weren’t many women left unclaimed, and the ones that were…” I shrugged helplessly. “I couldn’t find them.”


“That must have been lonely,” she said, her voice soft with sympathy. “Hard. Watching other men get what you couldn’t have.”


I nodded, and my eyes, without any input from my conscious mind, dropped to her chest. The curve of her breasts under her t-shirt. I jerked my gaze back up, but it was too late.


She’d noticed. And she was smirking.


“It’s okay,” she said, standing up slowly. “You can look.”


And then, maintaining eye contact, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. Pulled it up slowly, teasingly, revealing her stomach, then her bra—plain black—and then she pulled it over her head entirely and tossed it aside.


She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra with practiced ease, and let it fall away.


Her breasts were perfect. Full and soft, nipples already hard in the cool air of the control room.


“Go ahead,” she said, that playful smirk still on her face. “Touch them. They’re yours.”


I felt myself getting hard, felt the blood rushing south, felt my brain shorting out as I tried to reconcile what was happening with any kind of rational thought.


I had just claimed Phoebe Conrad. Smart, beautiful, brilliant Phoebe Conrad. The woman who’d helped decode the Source’s programming and free every woman on Earth. And now she was mine. Completely mine.


She moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, and took my hands in hers, guiding them up to her breasts.


The moment my palms made contact with her skin, something in me snapped. I squeezed, feeling the weight and softness of her, and she let out a soft, pleased sound that went straight to my cock.


“God, yes,” she breathed, pressing into my touch. “That feels so good. Pleasing you feels so good.” She laughed, a little breathless. “I’ve been such an idiot, resisting this. My mind knew all along. I needed to belong to someone. I needed this.”


I kept touching her, my hands exploring tentatively at first, thumbs brushing over her nipples and feeling them harden further under my touch. She arched into it, encouraging me with soft sounds and whispered words.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “Don’t hold back. Take what you want. My happiness is making you happy, that’s all I need.”


The words should have disturbed me more than they did, but my body was overriding my brain, drowning out the ethical concerns with pure physical want. She was watching my face intently, I realized, studying my reactions. When I squeezed harder and her breath hitched, she noticed the flicker of satisfaction in my expression and immediately pressed closer, offering more.


“You like that,” she said, not a question. “You like being rougher with them.”


I did. God help me, I did.


My gaze dropped to her mouth, those full lips slightly parted, then down to the obvious bulge straining against my jeans. She followed my eyes, and I watched something click in her expression, not calculation exactly, but understanding. Analysis. She was reading me, figuring out what I wanted before I fully knew myself.


“Can I?” she asked, already sinking to her knees, her hands moving to my belt.


I nodded, unable to form words.


She worked quickly, efficiently, unbuckling my belt and unzipping my jeans with practiced ease. When she pulled my cock free, I was already rock hard, precum beading at the tip. She looked up at me with those intelligent eyes, still Phoebe, still brilliant, but now entirely focused on pleasing me, and wrapped her hand around my shaft.


“Tell me if I’m doing it wrong,” she said, and then she took me into her mouth.


The wet heat was overwhelming. I groaned, my hand automatically going to her hair, tangling in the strands. She hummed around me, the vibration making my hips jerk, and adjusted her technique immediately, more suction, less tongue, responding to what made me react.


She was learning me in real time, cataloguing what I liked. When I gripped her hair harder, she moaned and took me deeper. When I cursed under my breath at a particular swirl of her tongue, she repeated it. It was like she’d turned that brilliant scientific mind entirely toward the problem of my pleasure, optimizing her approach with every passing second.


“Fuck,” I breathed, watching her head bob, watching my cock disappear between her lips. “Phoebe—”


She pulled back slightly, licking along the underside of my shaft, and looked up at me with such genuine happiness that it made my chest ache. “Am I doing good?” she asked, and the eager need for approval in her voice sent a fresh surge of arousal through me.


“Yes,” I managed. “So fucking good.”


She smiled and took me back into her mouth, deeper this time, until I felt the back of her throat. The conflict in my mind was fading, overwhelmed by the physical reality of what was happening. This was real. She was mine. And she wanted this, or at least, the programming made her want this so completely that the distinction didn’t matter anymore.


I felt myself getting close, my grip on her hair tightening, my hips starting to thrust. But before I could finish, something in me shifted. A bolder impulse, a darker want that I’d been suppressing suddenly surged forward.


I pulled her off my cock abruptly. She gasped, looking up at me with surprise and a hint of concern,—had she done something wrong?—but I didn’t give her time to process. I hauled her to her feet, my hands rough on her arms, and she laughed, delighted by the sudden aggression.


“Yes,” she breathed. “Whatever you want.”


I grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked them down, taking her underwear with them. She stepped out of them quickly, still laughing, and I shoved her backward against the work table, scattering papers and her laptop. My hands were everywhere: her hips, her thighs, squeezing and claiming and taking.


“Turn around,” I growled, and she obeyed instantly, bending over the table and presenting herself to me.


I took a moment just to look at her: the curve of her ass, the wetness already visible between her thighs, the way she was trembling slightly with anticipation. This was Phoebe Conrad. Mine. Completely mine.


I lined myself up and pushed into her in one hard thrust.


She cried out, her back arching, and the sound was pure pleasure. She was tight and hot and so fucking wet that I slid in easily despite the force. I pulled back and thrust again, harder, and she moaned, pushing back against me.


“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes. Use me. Please.”


I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and started fucking her in earnest, all my restraint gone. The table scraped against the concrete floor with each thrust. She was making these beautiful desperate sounds, half-moans and half-words, telling me how good it felt, how perfect, how much she needed this.


I could feel her adjusting even now—the angle of her hips, the way she clenched around me, reading my reactions and optimizing for my pleasure. When I grunted at a particularly deep thrust, she pushed back harder, taking me deeper. When my grip on her hips tightened, she moaned louder, giving me the feedback that I liked being rough.


“You feel so fucking good,” I groaned, watching my cock disappear into her again and again. “So perfect.”


“Yours,” she panted. “I’m yours. God, I’m so happy I’m yours.”


And she meant it. I could hear it in her voice, see it in the ecstatic arch of her spine, feel it in the way she met each thrust with eager desperation. The programming had rewired her completely, made serving me into her entire purpose, and the guilt I should have felt was drowning under waves of pure physical pleasure.


I reached around, found her clit, and rubbed it roughly. She came almost immediately, her whole body going rigid, her pussy clenching around my cock as she cried out my name. The sensation pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself deep, coming hard inside her.


For a moment, we both just stayed there, panting, my body pressed against her back. Then reality started creeping back in, the enormity of what I’d just done threatening to overwhelm me.


But Phoebe turned her head, looking back at me with that radiant smile, and said, “Thank you. God, thank you for claiming me!”


And I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.


We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us catching our breath, my softening cock still inside her. The reality of what had just happened was starting to settle over me like a weight: I’d claimed her, fucked her, and she was thanking me for it.


Phoebe straightened slowly, and I pulled out, watching as she turned to face me. Her expression had shifted, becoming more serious though still suffused with that same caring attention.


“What now?” she asked softly.


I blinked, still a bit lost in the haze of post-orgasm thoughts and ethical vertigo. “What do you mean?”


She bit her lip, a flicker of worry crossing her face. “Do you want to keep me? I mean, it’s okay if you don’t—I’d understand—but I really hope you’ll keep me.”


I stayed silent, my mind churning. Of course I was going to keep her. I’d just claimed her. She was mine. The thought should have horrified me, but instead it sent a warm pulse of possessive satisfaction through my chest.


But I didn’t say anything, and Phoebe must have interpreted my silence as hesitation because she started talking faster, words tumbling out.


“It’s fine, really, I mean—I’ve been struggling, you know? Since I freed myself. Or thought I freed myself. I’ve been depressed, not knowing what to do with myself, having these dreams, feeling like something was wrong with me.” She moved closer, her hand reaching for mine. “And now I’m happy. I can be so happy serving you. And I can make you so happy, Wallace. I promise.”


She was watching my face intently, reading my reactions, adjusting her approach. “You don’t have to worry about anyone finding out. I can make sure there are no traces of Smith’s sabotage in the code. I’ll delete that commit, rewrite the history, whatever it takes. And besides, no one is really paying attention to that anymore. Everyone thinks it’s over.”


A small smile played at her lips. “I can just tell everyone I fell in love with you. No one would suspect a thing. We’ve been working together for weeks, it would make sense.”


I felt myself stirring again despite having just come, fascinated by the way her brilliant mind was now entirely devoted to problem-solving for us. For me.


“We can keep working,” she continued, her voice taking on an almost dreamy quality. “Helping restore Chantwell, being part of the community. Or if you want, we could leave. Find somewhere quiet where no one knows us, where you’d be free to use me however you want without worrying about my friends finding out I’m claimed.”


She moved even closer, pressing against me. Her next words came out more carefully, like she was testing the waters, curious but anxious.


“I could even help you claim other women, if you wanted. If that’s something you’d…” She trailed off, watching my face for any sign of interest or revulsion.


I frowned, my brain finally catching up enough to engage with the practical questions. “I thought that was impossible. Freed women had the handshake scrambled when the Source tried to lock everyone in permanently. And didn’t they release a counter-virus that destroyed the VLF matrix in women’s brains?”


Phoebe paused, thinking, and then a smirk spread across her face. She looked almost delighted, like I’d just asked exactly the right question.


“That’s true,” she said slowly. “But…”
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Episode 1


The events of After Claim Day take place after the events of Claim Day. If you haven’t read the first book, I highly recommend you stop here and read it first.


Commissioned by ToastandCheese.

    
    





Chapter 1 : Bad Good Dreams


Phoebe

07/25/2025


The light bends wrong. Colors I don’t have names for. My knees press against something. tile? carpet? doesn’t matter. I’m looking up, way up, at a face that keeps shifting. Dark eyes. Kind eyes. No, cold eyes. The particulars don’t stick, they slide off like water on glass, but the shape of him, the weight of HIM, that stays solid.


My mouth is full. My throat works. There’s a hand in my hair, guiding, and the pleasure of being useful radiates through my skull like warm honey, thick and golden and perfect.


“Good girl.”


The words detonate in my chest. I’m drowning in purpose. In rightness. This is what I’m for.


The scene fractures, kaleidoscope turn, and now I’m bent over a desk, papers scattering, and he’s behind me, inside me, and I’m gasping his name except I don’t know what it is. Gabriel? The face swims into focus for half a second—sad eyes, apologetic even now—before it melts away again. Doesn’t matter. What matters is the fullness, the completion, the way my entire nervous system sings with the knowledge that I’m doing what I’m supposed to do.


Another break. Another him. This one has laugh lines, silver threading through grey hair. Edward? The name surfaces and sinks. He’s talking, explaining something about weapons, and I nod along like I understand, like I care about anything except the approval in his voice, the hand on my shoulder, the way being near him makes my skin hum.


“Such a smart girl,” he says, and I want to weep with gratitude.


Shatter. Reform. Duncan’s face now, stern and sad at once, and I’m kneeling again, always kneeling, always looking up, and his hand cups my cheek with something like regret, but it doesn’t matter because touching him, being touched, being allowed, that’s everything. That’s the whole fucking universe compressed into a single point of contact.


“I’m sorry,” he whispers, but I shake my head because he shouldn’t be, I want this, I need this, can’t he see?


The colors invert. Everything goes dark and bright at once.


Smith.


The name doesn’t just surface, it erupts, and suddenly the pleasure amplifies a thousandfold, so intense it stops being pleasure and becomes something else, something beyond language. I’m on my knees and he’s holding a gun and I’m holding a gun and someone is crying and I pull the trigger because he told me to, because making him happy is more important than oxygen, than gravity, than the screaming in the back of my head that sounds like my own voice.


Blood on my hands. Blood on his shoes. I’m licking it off and the bliss is biblical.


“Perfect,” he says, and I come undone.


His hands are everywhere. His voice rewrites my neurons in real time. I’m telling him things: secrets, codes, names, and each word that spills out feels like an orgasm. Betrayal as ecstasy. Destruction as love. He asks me to hurt someone I care about and I do it with a smile because his approval is the only thing that exists, the only thing that ever existed, the alpha and omega of meaning itself.


I’m riding him and crying and laughing and I can’t tell which sensation is which anymore, they’ve all merged into one incandescent column of rightness, and I’m begging. “please, please, anything, I’ll do anything” and he says—


The face changes again. A professor from grad school. A guy from a bar whose name I never learned. My high school boyfriend. Faces blur and multiply, dozens of them, hundreds, an infinite regression of HIM, and I’m servicing them all, simultaneously, impossibly, my body fragmenting across space and time to be wherever he needs me, whoever he is, because that’s what I’m for—


I gasped, eyes flying open, heart hammering against my ribs so hard it hurt. The ceiling of my studio apartment stared back at me, water-stained and familiar and real. The clock on my nightstand glowed 5:45 AM in hostile red numbers. Outside the window, the pine forest behind Echelon was just starting to emerge from the blue-black shadows of early morning, the summer sky going pale at the edges.


“Fuck,” I breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


My hands were shaking. My thighs were wet. I wanted to scream or throw up or both.


Not again. Not again.


I kicked the sheets off violently, like they’d personally offended me, and sat up too fast. The head rush nearly knocked me back down, but I rode it out, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes until I saw stars. Different stars. Stars that had nothing to do with the kaleidoscope of ecstatic submission my sleeping brain kept insisting on replaying.


Three months. It had been three fucking months since the freeing signal, since Smith died, since the whole goddamn world got handed back its autonomy. Three months, and my subconscious still seemed to think being claimed was the best thing that ever happened to me.


During the day, I could hold it together. During the day, I knew exactly what had been done to us, to me. The violation of it, the horror, the obscenity of having your brain hijacked and rewritten so that subjugation felt like love. I could be righteously angry about it. I could work myself into a fury just thinking about Smith’s face, about the Source, about every man who’d taken advantage of the signal.


But at night? At night, my traitor brain rolled around in the memory of it like a dog in the dirt, luxurating in the phantom sensation of purpose and surrender and that terrible, terrible bliss.


I stumbled to the tiny bathroom, splashed cold water on my face until my skin stung. The mirror showed me exactly what I expected: circles under my eyes, hair a mess, the look of someone who hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Ramona kept telling me it would get better. Everyone kept saying that. Time heals all wounds, or whatever patronizing bullshit people trotted out when they didn’t know what else to say.


But they didn’t feel this. They’d all taken the standard freeing program, the one that Ramona and I had designed together, the one that carefully excised the emotional weight of being claimed while leaving the memories intact. Clean and clinical. No fuss, no trauma, just the facts without the feelings.


I’d used the old original freeing program, the one that left everything: the pain and horror, all of it, unfiltered.


Sometimes, like right now, staring at my haggard reflection, I almost regretted it.


Almost.


I went through the motions of getting ready: shower, clothes, a bit of whatever makeup I had left. The routine helped. Concrete actions, concrete results. By the time I was ready, the dream had receded to a dull background hum, still present but no longer screaming.


I stepped out into the hallway at 6:20, locking the door behind me. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that Echelon did so well. It smelled like recycled air and pine cleaner.


Echelon at this hour was a weird liminal space, caught between night and day. Most people were still asleep, but the early risers were starting to emerge: a few engineers I didn’t recognize heading toward the labs, a woman with two young kids making their way to what used to be a conference room but now served as a makeshift daycare. She smiled at me as we passed. I tried to smile back.


The place had changed so much in three months. What used to be a research facility, sterile, focused, populated by scientists and security officers, had become something closer to a small town. Gabriel, Ramona, and Warda had opened the gates to refugees, people fleeing the chaos that still gripped most of the country. Power was spotty everywhere else, supply chains broken, pieces of local governments trying to reassemble themselves from the wreckage of the Source’s new world. Here, we had the solar array, the wells, the infrastructure. We had stability.


So people came. Families, mostly. Some former Echelon staff who’d left after Claim Day and now trickled back, looking for work, for community, for something resembling normalcy. We’d converted labs into living quarters, storage rooms into classrooms. Last week, someone had set up a small market in what used to be the loading bay.


I walked toward the cafeteria, already starting to smell like breakfast, and caught sight of a cluster of men sitting at one of the tables, coffee mugs cradled in their hands. Former staff, if I remembered right. They’d returned a few weeks ago, shame written all over their faces, barely able to make eye contact with anyone. The women here had been remarkably gracious about it, giving them space to process.


The irony wasn’t lost on me. The men, the ones who’d turned us into slaves, were the ones who needed time to heal now. Meanwhile, the women walked around fine, smiling, adjusted, courtesy of our guilt-free emotional lobotomy special.


Ramona was sitting alone at one of the corner tables, methodically working her way through what looked like reconstituted eggs, or at least, something that had been eggs in a previous life, and a hunk of bread that might’ve been fresh yesterday. The rations looked as appetizing as they always did, which is to say not at all.


I let myself drop into the chair across from her with more force than necessary. The metal legs scraped against the floor.


Ramona raised an eyebrow, chewing slowly. “It’s early. I don’t usually see you at this hour.”


“Yeah, well.” I grabbed the coffee pot someone had left on the table and poured myself a cup without asking. “Woke up early. Couldn’t fall back asleep. Besides, I’ve got a shit ton of work.”


She nodded, taking another bite of the grey substance on her plate. How she could eat that stuff without gagging was beyond me, but Ramona treated food like fuel: taste was irrelevant as long as it provided calories.


“How’s the work on Prospect Ridge Dam progressing?” she asked, wiping her mouth with a napkin.


I took a long sip of coffee before answering, letting the bitter heat ground me. “We managed to open the gates and release some of the water that accumulated during spring. June was a bitch with all that rain, so thank God we got to it when we did. The dam’s producing power now, which is great, but…” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s the local grid that’s the problem. The infrastructure’s a mess. Half the lines are down, the substations need repairs, and don’t even get me started on the transformers.”


“And Wallace Irvin?” Ramona asked. “How’s that collaboration going?”


Something tightened in my chest at the name. Wallace was in his forties, competent as hell, former power systems engineer who’d worked for the state before everything went to shit. He knew his stuff, no question. But there was something about the way he looked at me sometimes that I couldn’t quite parse. Was it guilt? Was he one of those men who couldn’t meet my eyes because he was drowning in shame about what had happened? Or was he just… looking? Evaluating? Appreciating?


I hated that I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Hated that every interaction with men now came with this fucked-up calculus in the back of my head.


“It’s going well,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Guy’s a brilliant power systems engineer. Knows transmission infrastructure inside and out. He’s confident we can restore power to Chantwell proper within a week or two, maybe less if we don’t run into any major equipment failures.”


Ramona studied me for a moment, then went back to her breakfast. “You didn’t have to take charge of this project, you know.”


I bristled immediately, though I tried not to show it. Was she implying I wasn’t qualified? Or was this about me needing rest after spending weeks locked in the MRI room, after being claimed by Smith, after everything? Either way, it rankled.


“It’s a nice change of pace,” I said, more defensively than I’d intended. “My skills are actually useful here. Project management, systems analysis, coordinating teams... All that shit I did for the freeing program translates pretty well. And I…” I paused, staring into my coffee. “I needed to be in charge of something again. Needed to feel like I was making a difference that didn’t involve rewiring people’s brains.”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. Not much, but for her, it was significant. “Did you develop a taste for leading projects?” she asked, and there was almost a teasing quality to her tone. “After leading Echelon with me and saving the world?”


I snorted, allowing myself a small smile. “You’re doing the same thing. Pretty sure your skills weren’t meant to lead you into politics either.”


“True,” she admitted, pushing the remains of her rations around her plate. “Though it appears a significant number of people in Chantwell want me to remain in a leadership position. I would hate to shirk such an obligation if I can genuinely be of assistance.”


Right. Because apparently Ramona, brilliant, emotionally stunted, socially awkward Ramona, was now the favorite to become Chantwell’s new mayor once the elections were held.


I shifted in my seat, the dream clawing its way back into my consciousness. The colors. The faces. The feeling of Smith’s hand in my hair. I shoved it down, but the unease remained, an itch I couldn’t quite reach.


“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual. “You had any weird dreams lately?”


Ramona looked up, slightly puzzled by the non sequitur. “Define ‘weird.’”


“I don’t know. Just… weird. Strange. Unsettling.”


She considered this, taking another sip of coffee. “I had one last night where the entire cafeteria was filled with filing cabinets, and I couldn’t find the correct form to requisition more bread. Does that count?”


“Sure,” I said.


She tilted her head. “Why do you ask?”


“No reason,” I said quickly, too quickly. “Just curious.”


Ramona’s eyes narrowed slightly. She was too smart not to notice the deflection, but she also knew when not to push. “If you’re experiencing sleep disturbances, I could—”


“I’m fine,” I cut her off, draining the rest of my coffee and standing up. “Really. Just the usual post-apocalyptic adjustment period, right? Anyway, I should get going. Wallace is meeting me at the dam site at eight,” I lied.


I left before she could ask anything else, before the concern in her expression could turn into questions I didn’t want to answer.


The hallway was coming alive as I walked. A group of kids—maybe eight or nine years old—ran past me, laughing about something, their mother calling after them to slow down. Through an open doorway, I caught sight of someone setting up a classroom, writing math problems on a whiteboard. In another room, a woman was conducting what looked like a medical check-up, a stethoscope around her neck, a young man sitting on the examination table rolling up his sleeve.


It was surreal. Echelon had been a place of sterile research and military precision. Now it was a community center, a refugee camp, a school, a clinic, all rolled into one. I wasn’t sure if that was inspiring or depressing.


My makeshift office was on the second floor, in what used to be a supply closet before we’d turn Echelon into the new center of everything. It was barely large enough for a desk, a chair, and a filing cabinet, but it had a window and a door that locked, which made it more valuable than real estate in Manhattan right now.


I slipped inside and closed the door, shutting out the noise. The computer took its sweet time booting up, another thing we needed to fix, the network infrastructure was held together with duct tape and prayers without Duncan around to fix it, but eventually the login screen appeared.


Something was bugging me. Had been bugging me since I woke up, actually. That dream. The intensity of it. The way it felt so real, so visceral, like my body remembered things my conscious mind rejected.


I opened the folder containing the freeing program files. Both versions sat there: the standard one that Ramona and most of the women had used, and mine. The original version. The one that left the raw truth intact.


The code sprawled across my screen in layers: the mind language we’d painstakingly decoded from the Source’s signal, translated into something a VLF transmitter could broadcast, interwoven with more conventional programming that coordinated the transmission. It was elegant, really. Terrifying, but elegant.


I scrolled through it slowly, looking for… what? I didn’t even know. An error? A fragment of the original Source programming that we’d missed? Some hidden trigger that was causing my brain to replay my time under Smith’s control like a greatest hits album?


But there was nothing. I’d spent an entire night before using this on myself, going through every line, every variable, every function. I’d cross-referenced it against Tristan’s corrections, the brilliant fixes he’d made after catching the Source’s sabotage. Everything checked out. It worked. I was free.


So why did I keep dreaming about how good it felt to obey?


I rubbed my eyes, the screen blurring slightly. Maybe I should ask Elaine and Lenore to look at it. They’d worked on the original program, they knew the mind language as well as I did. Six eyes were better than two.


But they’d just gotten married. Well, not officially, there wasn’t exactly a functioning justice of the peace around here, but they’d had a ceremony two weeks ago and everyone treated them like newlyweds. I couldn’t bother them with my paranoid hunch that something was wrong with a program that, evidently, had worked perfectly.


This was just trauma. PTSD. My brain trying to process an incomprehensible violation by replaying it in my sleep. That was normal, right? That was what trauma did.


I stared at the code until the symbols started to lose meaning, until my eyes ached and my coffee went cold.


A knock on the door jolted me out of my trance.


“Yeah?” I called.


Gabriel opened the door, leaning against the frame. He looked tired. There were still shadows under his eyes, a certain heaviness to his posture, but nothing like the exhausted wreck he’d been three months ago when we were actively trying to save humanity. Now he just looked like a guy who wasn’t sleeping great and had too much responsibility.


“Hey,” he said. “Just wanted to remind you there’s a meeting tonight. Nine o’clock, conference room B. We’re gathering team leaders to coordinate, getting updates on the power restoration, food distribution, water purification, all that fun stuff. You’ll be there?”


“Yeah, sure,” I said, maybe a bit too quickly. Any excuse to stay busy, to delay crawling back into bed where the dreams waited. “I can give an update on Prospect Ridge and the timeline for getting Chantwell’s grid operational.”


He nodded, then hesitated, studying my face. “You doing okay?”


The question caught me off guard. Not because it was unexpected, people asked it all the time now, a reflexive courtesy in a world still recovering from collective trauma, but because Gabriel actually seemed to mean it.


I guess he understood, at least partially. He was still processing everything, still carrying guilt about what he’d done to the women under his authority. And honestly? Compared to most men, he’d been a saint. He’d tried to maintain boundaries, tried to treat the women he’d claimed with something resembling respect, even if he’d failed more than once. The stuff with Olivia and Wendy was fucked up, no question, but at least he felt bad about it. At least he was trying to do better.


“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just busy. You know how it is.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he let it go. “Right. Well, I’m also throwing a little party tomorrow afternoon. Barbecue, if you can believe it. Managed to trade some supplies with a local farmer for a bit of meat. Nothing fancy, but it’ll be nice. Wendy’s coming, Warda, Rowan, and some of his girls, Imani, Alva, Ramona, Elaine, Lenore…” He paused, and something flickered across his face. “Maybe Cedric and Olivia.”


The way he said “maybe” carried weight. Hurt, probably. I didn’t know the details of whatever had gone down between them since they’d come back from Jim Creek, but it was clear things were still complicated.


“What about Charlotte?” I asked.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “Haven’t heard from her in over two months. I’m not even sure she’s still in the area. She might’ve left.”


I sighed. Charlotte. One of the few women who really grasped what had happened, even though she’d never been claimed. Maybe that made it better for her, not having to wake up craving the very thing that had violated you. Or maybe it made it worse. She’d had to pretend to love her subjugation, had to perform enthusiasm and devotion while hating every second, all to survive. I didn’t know which was more fucked up.


Gabriel glanced at his phone, then back at me, frowning slightly. “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be at the dam today? Meeting with Wallace?”


Shit.


I looked at the time on my computer screen. 8:47 AM. I was supposed to meet Wallace at nine, and it took at least thirty minutes to drive there, longer if I hit any of the makeshift checkpoints people had set up on the roads.


The sun was fully up now, streaming through my office window and making the dust motes visible. I could hear activity in the corridor behind Gabriel—voices, footsteps, the sounds of Echelon waking up properly.


“Fuck,” I muttered, standing abruptly and nearly knocking my cold coffee over. “Yeah, I lost track of time. I need to—”


“Go,” Gabriel said, stepping out of the doorway. “Don’t forget about the meeting tonight, though. Nine o’clock.”


“I’ll be there,” I promised, already grabbing my bag.


He left, and I turned back to my computer, finger hovering over the power button. Then, on impulse, or maybe paranoia, I couldn’t tell the difference anymore, I plugged in an external hard drive and copied the entire freeing programs folder. Both versions, all the documentation, everything. The progress bar crawled across the screen with agonizing slowness, but finally it finished.


I unplugged the drive, shoved it in my bag along with my laptop, and headed for the door.


Whatever was wrong, if anything was wrong, I’d figure it out later.


Right now, I had a dam to get to.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 1 out of 4 for After Claim Day Episode 1. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to subscribe to my Patreon and get access to many exlusive stories and chapters.


Do not hesitate to join my Discord as well to meet people interested in Mind control stories, hypnosis, and to get the latest news about what I’m up to!

    
  
Story: After Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



    1 of 4 →

What’s New ·
Titles ·
Authors ·
Categories  ·
Readers’ Picks ·
FAQ ·
The Garden of MC ·
MC Forum
Hosting generously provided by Daphne’s Fantasies

The Erotic Mind-Control Story Archive

What’s New ·
Titles ·
Authors ·
Categories  ·
Readers’ Picks ·
FAQ ·
The Garden of MC ·
MC Forum
Story: After Claim Day
Author: Dominic H. Hugh



← 3 of 4 →



    
Title: After Claim Day


Subtitle: Three months after the “freeing signal” liberated women from the Source, Dr. Phoebe Conrad attempts to help rebuild society at the Echelon Research Institute. She is soon tormented by vivid, ecstatic dreams of submission that contradict her waking horror. As these conflicting urges intensify, Phoebe begins to suspect that the custom code she used to free herself may not have worked as well as she thought.

    
    





Chapter 3 : The Party


Phoebe

07/26/2025


The gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled into the clearing, parking next to a scattered collection of vehicles—a mix of trucks, sedans, and one very nice vintage Land Rover that probably belonged to Rowan. Gabriel’s house rose up beyond them, a beautiful old two-story place with a wraparound porch, nestled perfectly in the pines. The afternoon sun filtered through the trees, casting everything in that golden light that made summer feel eternal.


I glanced over at Wallace. He was gripping the armrest like it might fly away, his jaw tight, his eyes fixed on the house like he was staring down a firing squad.


“Hey,” I said, reaching over and taking his hand. My touch was gentle but firm, the way I’d learned he responded to. “It’s going to be fine.”


I was starting to understand how Wallace worked. He was indecisive, needed someone to give him that push to take what he wanted. He was still processing everything: the claiming, the sex, the moral implications, and I couldn’t have that. I was too happy. Too fucking relieved to be owned again, to have that sense of purpose humming through me like electricity. And I wanted him happy. God I would do anything for him to be happy. He wouldn’t be if he kept denying himself, kept drowning in guilt over something that made us both feel this good.


I was nervous too, but not in the same way. My nervousness was the good kind, the excited, eager, problem-solving kind. I had a plan. A way to give him so much. And if it worked…


“Are you sure about this?” Wallace asked, his voice strained. “About what we’re doing?”


“I’m sure. We have two opportunities here,” I said, leaning over and kissing him. His lips were warm, familiar after this morning. He melted into it for a moment, his hand coming up to cup my jaw, before he broke away and glanced around nervously, like someone might be watching through the trees.


“Relax,” I told him, squeezing his hand. “You’re already my plus one to this thing. Everyone’s going to assume we’re getting close. Maybe more. It’s not weird.”


He nodded, but he still looked like he wanted to bolt. His discomfort was painful to me, but we were doing this for long term satisfaction. It was worth some short term sacrifices.


We got out of the car just as another vehicle pulled up: a beat-up Ford truck that I recognized immediately. Cedric climbed out, looking a hell of a lot better than the last time I’d seen him. Less haunted. More like the guy I remembered from before everything went to shit. Olivia hopped out of the passenger side, brushing her hair out of her face.


“Phoebe!” Cedric called out, grinning as he walked over. “Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said warmly, pulling him into a quick hug. “How’ve you been?”


“Busy,” he said, stepping back. “I’m in charge of a bunch of building repairs now, some new construction projects. Keeping me sane, honestly. You?”


“The dam,” I said. “We’ve got it producing power again, and we’re close to getting Chantwell back on the grid. Another week, maybe two.”


“That’s great,” Cedric said, genuine pride in his voice. “We could use some extra power!”


“Hey, Phoebe,” Olivia added, giving me a small wave. She looked good too, innocent, shy. The typical teenage girl.


“Hey, Olivia,” I said, then turned slightly toward Wallace, who was hovering awkwardly behind me. “This is Wallace Irvin. He’s been helping me with the electrical grid restoration. Wallace, this is Cedric Appleton and his daughter, Olivia.”


I took Wallace’s arm, holding it in a way that was just possessive enough to be noticeable, and gave him a teasing smile. “He’s nervous about meeting everyone. Cute dork.”


Cedric smirked, catching my eye with a look that said, Good for you, without saying a word out loud.


“Nice to meet you,” Wallace managed, shaking Cedric’s hand and giving Olivia a polite nod.


We started walking toward the house together, the sound of voices and laughter drifting from the backyard. The smell of grilling meat hit me. Actual meat, not the reconstituted shit we’d been eating for months. My stomach growled.


“Haven’t seen Gabriel in a couple months,” Cedric said, his tone carefully neutral. “He’s been keeping to himself.”


I glanced at him, keeping my voice casual. “Is there still bad blood between you two?”


Cedric shrugged. “Not really. I mean, things are complicated, but… Gabriel needed space. To process everything. I think it’s good he’s inviting everyone here. Maybe he’s done processing, you know? Ready to open up again.”


“Yeah,” I said, though most of my attention was already on the plan forming in my head. “Maybe.”


We rounded the corner of the house, and the backyard opened up before us, people scattered across the lawn, a grill smoking away on the patio, the sound of Elaine’s laugh cutting through the air.


The backyard was gorgeous: a wide stretch of lawn bordered by pines, a stone patio with a fancy grill, and a long wooden table set up with chairs and mismatched plates. String lights had been hung between the trees, currently off but ready for when the sun went down.


Gabriel stood near the grill, spatula in hand, focused on the meat sizzling away. He was thinner than I remembered, his face a bit more weathered, but he looked… peaceful, maybe?


Elaine and Lenore were sitting at the table with Imani and Alva, all four of them laughing about something. As we got closer, I caught the tail end of Ramona’s dry comment about mayoral debates and voter turnout, which apparently was the punchline because they all burst out laughing again. Ramona, fucking Ramona, was sitting there with an actual smile on her face, looking almost human.


Over in the corner, Warda stood with Rowan and one of his claimed women: Major Vance. The prize, I thought, keeping my expression neutral even as my mind catalogued every detail. Vance was tall, probably five-ten, with broad shoulders and a military bearing that hadn’t softened even slightly despite months of civilian life. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun, her sharp blue eyes scanning the yard with the kind of vigilance that never really turned off. She was sexy in a stern, intimidating way: the kind of woman who could probably snap your neck and look good doing it. She stood close to Rowan, her posture guarded, loyal.


Rowan himself was his usual gruff self, beard neatly trimmed, flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. He looked comfortable, at ease, but there was still that edge of watchfulness about him. He’d claimed Vance and the other Source soldiers after they’d escorted us back to Echelon, women whose programming was different enough that the freeing signal hadn’t worked on them. They were still vulnerable, still claimable, and they’d chosen Rowan because he was trustworthy. And gay. Which meant he wasn’t going to use them for anything beyond protection and companionship.


People started noticing us as we approached. Elaine spotted us first and waved enthusiastically, bouncing up from her seat.


“Phoebe!” she called out, grinning wide. “You made it!”


Lenore was right behind her, both of them practically radiating happiness. They looked good together, really good. Newlywed glow and all that. They’d be even happier claimed, I thought, smirking. Maybe in time.


“Hey!” I said, returning Elaine’s hug. Lenore squeezed me next, both of them warm and bubbly.


Warda came over next, nodding at me with that cordial professionalism she always had. “Phoebe. Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said. She turned to Cedric, and her expression softened just a fraction. “Cedric.”


“Warda,” he replied with genuine warmth.


Ramona approached more slowly, her face settling into that neutral mask she wore so well, though there was a hint of complicity in her eyes when she looked at me. “Phoebe. You’re looking well today.”


I was, wasn’t I? I was happy, finally slept, finally had a fucking purpose, and it showed. I had to make sure it wasn’t suspicious. I looked at Wallace, then back at Ramona, winking.


She snorted, but made no comment.


Rowan gave me a polite nod from where he stood, but didn’t come closer. Vance stayed right next to him, her eyes flicking over me and Wallace with that assessing look soldiers had. Not hostile, just… evaluating.


Gabriel waved from the grill, smiling. “Hey, Phoebe! Glad you could make it.”


“Wouldn’t miss it,” I called back.


Then I felt Wallace shift beside me, and when I glanced at him, I realized he was staring, not subtly, in Vance’s direction. His eyes were lingering on her in a way that was way too obvious, taking in the curves under her tactical pants, the strength in her shoulders.


I squeezed his arm, maybe a bit harder than necessary. “Wallace,” I said pointedly, pulling his attention back to me. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”


He blinked, refocusing, and I gestured around. “This is Elaine and Lenore. They worked on the freeing program with me. Imani and Alva, both from Echelon. Ramona, who you’ve met briefly, I believe. Warda, head of security. And Rowan, with Major Vance.”


Wallace nodded awkwardly at each of them, managing a strained smile. “Nice to meet you all. Or, uh, see you again.”


There was a beat of surprise as people registered that I’d brought someone. Imani raised her eyebrows, glancing between us with a knowing smirk. Alva looked curious but polite.


Elaine and Lenore, however, were not subtle at all.


“Oh my God,” Elaine said, her grin widening. “Phoebe, are you two…?”


“Don’t start,” I warned, but I was smiling despite myself.


“You are!” Lenore laughed, delighted. “Look at you, bringing a date to the barbecue.”


“He’s my plus one,” I said, keeping my tone light. “We’ve been working together on the dam project.”


“Uh-huh,” Elaine said, “Just working together. Sure.”


Wallace looked like he wanted to disappear into the ground, blushing furiously, looking far too guilty for what we were supposed to be selling here. I hoped people would just assume it was shyness.


Cedric, meanwhile, had made his way over to Gabriel. The two of them stood there for a moment, hesitating, before going in for an awkward hug that turned into a back-slapping thing that men did when they didn’t know how to express emotion properly.


“Good to see you, man,” Gabriel said, and he sounded like he meant it.


“Yeah, you too,” Cedric replied, stepping back and looking around the yard. His expression shifted slightly, became more guarded. “Wendy’s not here?”


Gabriel’s smile faltered for just a second. “She’ll be here shortly. She’s bringing dessert.”


They exchanged a few more words, their voices dropping too low for me to hear, but I could see the tension in both their postures.


I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand. Wallace was still too tense, too nervous, and I needed him confident if this was going to work.


“Come on,” I said quietly, tugging his arm. “Let’s get a drink.”


We settled around the table, Olivia, Warda, Vance, and Rowan joining us as Cedric helped Gabriel by hauling over a cooler full of drinks. Gabriel wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, looking exhausted but content.


“Can’t wait for you to get power restored,” he said, glancing at me. “The back and forth between here and Echelon for basic necessities is getting old fast.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore chimed in, accepting a beer from Cedric with a grateful nod. “Even if candles are romantic, there’s only so many you can find and use before you run out. We’ve been rationing our stash.”


Elaine laughed, leaning into her wife. “Yeah, romantic gets old when you’re trying to read schematics by candlelight without setting your notes on fire.”


Ramona raised an eyebrow. “You both could have remained at Echelon.”


“Too crowded now,” Lenore said, waving her hand dismissively. “We need our privacy.”


“Olivia,” Alva repeated, her tone dripping with innuendo. “Is that what you’re calling it?”


The table erupted in laughter, Elaine turning bright red while Lenore just grinned and shrugged unapologetically.


Imani, sitting across from Gabriel, waited for the noise to die down before asking, more quietly, “How are things going with Wendy?”


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “It’s okay,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes. “I just needed some space, that’s all. She understands.”


I watched him, amused by my own thoughts. A day ago, I would’ve felt sympathy. I would’ve understood his pain, his need to process the guilt and trauma of what he’d done. Now? Now I didn’t even understand why anyone would be dumb enough to reject the gift of the Source in the first place.


Men had the women they wanted. Women were completely fine with it. More than fine, actually. We were fucking ecstatic about it. I was fucking ecstatic about it.


Freedom is overrated, I thought, knowing full well I wasn’t objective and not caring one bit. What good was being objective if it made life so shitty?


I glanced at him beside me. He was listening to the conversation, trying to act normal, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes kept drifting toward Vance when he thought no one was watching.


Even thinking about Smith didn’t sting as much as it used to. Yeah, the guy had been a total freak. But serving him? Serving my owner? Why the hell had I rejected that? How could my free self not see how right it felt to belong to someone?


“So how’d you find this place anyway?” Warda asked Gabriel, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s not like the real estate market is exactly operating these days.”


Gabriel shrugged, flipping a burger on the grill. “I just moved in. Place has been empty since Claim Day, far as I can tell. No one’s come back for it. If the owners show up, I’ll move out, but until then…” He gestured around. “Seemed like a waste to leave it sitting here. Wendy kept our house, I took some time here.”


Ramona frowned slightly, her mayor-brain clearly kicking in. “This is on the list of issues we need to address. We need to catalogue properties, determine who’s where, attempt to contact owners, and establish protocols to prevent theft.”


“Yes, ma’am Mayor,” Gabriel said with a small smirk. “I’ve been a bad boy.”


“I’m not mayor yet,” Ramona corrected, though her tone was dry rather than annoyed.


Warda leaned back in her chair. “I heard you’re the favorite in that race. By a lot.”


“There isn’t much competition,” Ramona said flatly.


Everyone chuckle. Imani chimed in, “What about that guy—what’s his name? Tim something? He’s running against you.”


“Tim Kowalski,” Alva supplied.


“He’s a joke,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “No one takes him seriously. He’s parroting your own selling points and hoping he’ll have a better shot because he’s a man.”


“I don’t think he realizes that it’s not going to help, nowadays...” Lenore snorted.


Ramona didn’t comment, but I caught the small smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.


I let my gaze drift back toward Vance, just for a moment. She was sitting close to Rowan, attentive, alert. I needed her away from him. Just for a moment. Just long enough.


“Jesus, Mr. Irvin, aren’t you hot in that coat?” Alva asked suddenly, eyeing him with concern.


I tensed. Wallace was wearing a light jacket despite the summer heat, and yeah, he was sweating. Noticeably.


“Mother!” Imani laughed. All of Gabriel’s girls called Alva ‘mother’, for some reason. Inside joke from their time claimed, I imagined. “Leave the poor man alone.”


“I can take that for you if you want,” Cedric offered, already starting to stand.


“No!” Wallace said quickly, too quickly, his hand going to the jacket. “I’m fine. I like having an extra layer.”


Everyone stared at him.


I forced a laugh, squeezing his knee under the table. “He’s always like this. Some weird circulation thing, right babe? Gets cold easily even when it’s hot out.”


Wallace nodded frantically. “Yeah. Circulation. That’s it.”


Wendy arrived just as Gabriel was pulling the first batch of meat off the grill. She looked elegant despite everything, wearing a simple sundress that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. But there was awkwardness in the way she approached Gabriel, in the way they shared a chaste kiss that felt more obligatory than intimate.


Gabriel was the more uncomfortable one, I noticed. Wendy seemed uneasy because he was uneasy, like she was trying to figure out how to act around him and kept getting it wrong.


She set a container on the table. “Brought dessert,” she announced with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Hope everyone likes brownies.”


“You made brownies?” Elaine asked, delighted.


“From an old mix I found in my pantry, but yes.”


She sat down next to Gabriel, who immediately busied himself with serving food. Wendy looked around the table, greeting everyone warmly before launching into an explanation about how she’d been trying to get the museum back on track.


“Fortunately, it wasn’t pillaged too badly,” she said. “Mostly just people who broke in looking for food and emptied what little we had there. The art’s intact, at least.”


The barbecue continued. People ate, laughed, debated the merits of solar versus wind power, made jokes about Ramona’s mayoral campaign. It was nice, actually. Normal. The kind of gathering that felt like the world was healing. The kind of gathering that might have done me good a day ago. Not as good as serving my owner now, obviously.


But I wasn’t really paying attention to much of it.


My focus kept drifting to Vance. She stayed close to Rowan, attentive, never straying far, even when he stepped away to serve himself some tomatoes Elaine and Lenore had brought from their garden. I watched her through the corner of my eye, waiting for an opening. A bathroom break, a moment alone, anything.


Nothing.


The main priority today had been introducing Wallace as my boyfriend, establishing our relationship so no one would be suspicious when we spent more time together. Check that box. But claiming Vance would be a bonus, someone at Rowan’s place, someone who could help us get to the other soldiers eventually. Before we’d miss the window of opportunity.


If not today, then some other time, but it had to be soon.


But Wallace was getting more nervous as the afternoon wore on. I could see people starting to notice: the way he shifted in his seat, the way he kept adjusting his jacket despite the heat, the occasional guilty glances toward Vance that lasted a fraction too long.


Imani kept giving him curious looks. Ramona’s eyes lingered on him with that analytical assessment she did. Even Cedric seemed slightly puzzled by his behavior.


Not good. I didn’t want anyone wondering why I was dating this awkward, sweaty mess of a man. He was my center, my universe, but I knew the others didn’t see him that way.


I needed to be bold.


I watched Vance take another sip of her beer, the condensation dripping down the bottle. She nodded subtly at something Rowan said, drink still in hand.


I stood up.


“Bathroom,” I announced casually, excusing myself.


I walked behind Vance’s chair, deliberately angling my path too close, and then—


“Oh shit!” I stumbled, my hand shooting out to catch myself on the back of her chair, and in the process knocked her beer bottle directly into her lap.


Half the contents spilled across her tactical pants, soaking her thighs.


It was stupid. Such an obvious trope. But maybe…


Vance groaned, standing abruptly and staring down at the mess. “Goddammit.”


“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I said, my voice pitched high with false distress. “I’m such an idiot, I—”


The others were laughing, not meanly, just the kind of laughter that comes from watching someone have a minor disaster at a party.


I glanced at Wallace. His face was red, his eyes locked on Vance with an intensity that made my stomach flutter with anticipation.


Do it, I thought. If she steps away, do what needs to be done.


The Major sighed, brushing ineffectually at her soaked pants.


“Hey, Vance,” Gabriel called after her. “There are clothes upstairs. The couple who lived here left a bunch of stuff. Second door on the right. You might find something that fits.”


He started to rise, clearly intending to show her the way, but I jumped in.


“Don’t worry about it,” I said quickly. “It’s your party, you shouldn’t have to leave. Wallace and I can find them for you if you tell us where it is. It’s the least I can do after making a mess.”


Vance waved us off. “I can find it myself. It’s fine.”


“No, seriously,” I insisted, moving closer to her with my most apologetic smile. “I feel terrible. Let me help fix my own mess.”


Vance looked at me for a long moment, clearly weighing whether it was worth arguing, then sighed. “Fine. Whatever.”


“Second bedroom on the right, second floor,” Gabriel offered as we passed.


Vance headed toward the house, and Wallace and I followed.


Behind us, I could hear the others still laughing, the conversation already moving on to something else.


Gabriel’s borrowed house was beautiful inside: hardwood floors, exposed beams, comfortable furniture that spoke of someone who’d cared about the place before everything went to shit. We climbed the stairs, Vance leading, and entered the second bedroom on the right.


It was clearly the master bedroom: queen bed with a floral comforter, dresser, closet with sliding doors.


I caught Wallace’s eye and gave him a subtle nod before moving toward the closet. “Let me see what we’ve got here,” I said brightly, sliding the door open and making a show of sorting through hangers.


Vance stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed, watching me with a military patience that somehow managed to convey some impatience.


I found a few pairs of jeans, some t-shirts. “Here,” I said, pulling out options. “These might work. What size are you?”


While Vance moved toward the clothes, I stepped further away, positioning myself near the far wall. Wallace fumbled with his jacket, his hands shaking as he pulled the pocket VLF transmitter from the inside pocket. I could see him struggling with it, his fingers clumsy on the small screen, trying to select the unclaiming program.


Wallace was too far away from her, though. He was standing near the door, a good eight or nine feet from where Vance was examining the jeans. He needed to move closer, but before I could gesture to him—


Beep.


Fuck.


Vance’s head snapped up, her military training kicking in instantly. She didn’t freeze. She didn’t go blank. She just stared at Wallace, at the device in his hand, and her expression shifted from confusion to understanding to alarm in the span of a heartbeat.


“What the—”


She bolted toward the door.


I threw myself in front of her, hands up. “Stop! Don’t!”


She grabbed my shoulders, trying to shove me aside, but I planted my feet. “The program’s running!”


Vance froze, her hands still gripping my arms, her eyes wide. She knew exactly what that meant. She’d worked for the Source long enough to understand the tech. If she moved in range now, she’d risk being turned into a vegetable.


“Wallace, restart it!” I shouted. “Move closer!”


But Vance was already moving, pushing me hard to the side. I stumbled, crashed into the dresser, and sent a heavy ceramic lamp tumbling to the floor. It shattered with a sound like a gunshot, shards scattering across the hardwood.


Vance was trapped now, knowing she couldn’t come close to Wallace, to the door, without risking brain damage.


“Rowan!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the house like a blade.


Panic surged through me. Wallace was still fumbling with the device, his hands shaking worse than before.


“Wallace, move closer!” I hissed.


He stepped forward, stumbling slightly.


Beep.


This time, Vance went rigid. Her face went completely blank, her body freezing mid-step, one hand still reaching for the doorframe.


“Fuck,” Wallace breathed.


We stood there, hearts pounding, listening to the footsteps coming up the stairs.


“Grab her arm,” I whispered urgently.


“What?”


“Grab her arm! So you can claim her the second she comes to, otherwise she’ll bolt and we’re fucked!”


“She called for help,” Wallace said, his voice shaking. “They must have heard her.”


“Maybe not,” I said, though I didn’t believe it. “And if we claim her fast enough, she’ll cover for us. She’ll have to.”


Wallace moved forward hesitantly, wrapping his hand around Vance’s wrist. A moment later, her eyes started to blink, consciousness returning.


“You’re mine,” he mumbled, barely audible.


“Everything okay up there?” Rowan’s voice called from the stairs.


Phoebe and Wallace exchanged panicked glances, but before either of us could say anything, Vance straightened, her expression shifting from blank to alert to… calm. Determined.


She stepped through the doorway and into the hall.


“Everything’s fine, boss,” she called down, her voice steady. “I slipped and knocked over a lamp. Broke the damn thing. You probably heard me swear.”


There was a pause, then Rowan’s voice, closer now. “You sure?”


Vance snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve survived worse than a broken lamp. We’re just looking through the clothes for something that fits.”


Another pause. I could hear him on the landing, probably debating whether to check anyway.


“All right,” he finally said. “Holler if you need anything.”


His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.


Vance turned back toward us, and the smile that spread across her face was bright and genuine. She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, that’s not how I expected today to go.”


She looked at Wallace with something like admiration. “Ironic, isn’t it? All the precautions we took, me, Rowan, the other girls, and it still happened. I didn’t expect it to come from someone I trusted, though.”


I couldn’t help but smirk. “Statistically, you’re more likely to be victimized by someone you know than a stranger.”


Wallace grumbled something under his breath, clearly uneasy but also fascinated, his eyes roaming over Vance like he couldn’t quite believe she was his now.


Vance’s gaze fell on the VLF device in his hand. “How did you even unclaim me? My handshake was scrambled by the Source. That was the whole point.”


I snorted. “Your group brought back data from Jim Creek, remember? Including the Source’s original scrambling program. Wasn’t hard to reverse engineer it and find the new handshake combination. Only took me a couple of hours.”


Vance nodded slowly, impressed. Then she frowned, her sharp mind catching up. “Wait. How did Wallace claim you?” She paused, studying me more carefully. “Are you claimed? Because if you’re not, why do this for him?”


I smiled, that sense of complicity washing over me, the kinship between two women who understood what it meant to belong. “I’m claimed. I was never freed. Smith had sabotaged the version of the freeing program I used on myself. I was just unclaimed. Wallace and I figured it out yesterday and he immediately claimed me.”


Vance laughed, a genuine sound of appreciation. “Well played.”


Then her expression grew more serious, more focused. “What’s the plan?”


“The plan,” I said, unable to keep the pride out of my voice, “is still evolving. We’re figuring out what Wallace wants, what he needs. But the basic idea is simple: gather as many women for him as possible before it’s too late.”


“Obviously,” Vance said, smirking. She stepped closer to Wallace, her body language shifting subtly: shoulders back, chin tilted up. “And what does our owner want from his women?”


Wallace took a step back, his face flushing red. He was clearly aroused. I could see it in the way his breath hitched, the way his eyes kept darting to her body, but also completely intimidated.


Vance paused, reading him, then backed off slightly. The smirk didn’t leave her face, but she gave him space. She was slowly getting it: how to interact with him.


“So we can use the transmitter to claim more women, right?” she asked, glancing at the device still in Wallace’s hand. “Just go around and start collecting them?”


I sighed. “It’s more complicated than that. The Source’s handshake scrambling was simple, deterministic. Easy to reverse engineer once you had the base data. But the one we—” I winced. “The one I designed and deployed with the freeing program is meant to be harder to crack. Even for me. And I was being really fucking smart about it.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d made it secure because I’d wanted to protect women from being claimed again. Now that security was getting in my way.


“Ah, so that’s why you went for me first, and want the other girls in my unit. We’re easier to catch. Still,” Vance said thoughtfully. “If it’s hard but not impossible, that means it’s doable, right?”


I nodded. “Yeah. It would take weeks, though. Maybe longer. And there’s another problem.” I leaned against the dresser, crossing my arms. “The counter-virus the Source released before they went down. It’s spreading. Slowly, because everything’s still chaos and people aren’t traveling much, but it’s spreading. We’ve had colleagues from neighboring states report detecting it. The brain matrix that conducts VLF signals gets destroyed in anyone who gets infected. Permanently.”


Vance’s eyes narrowed. “Which means…”


“Which means whatever program, or lack of program, is in a woman’s brain at that moment, it stays there forever. Can’t be changed. Can’t be fixed. And so, if we want to program and claimed women, we need to crack the handshake before the virus gets to them.”


She absorbed that, her expression thoughtful. Then she looked at Wallace, winked, and asked, “So what do you need from me?”


Wallace just looked away, his face even redder.


I laughed. “Right now? We need you playing your part. Stay with Rowan, act normal, and be ready to help us claim the other soldiers when the time comes.”


Vance straightened, her military bearing kicking back in. “Not a problem. Rowan doesn’t really have us serve him anyway, not in any meaningful way. Just help out here and there. I can play the part.”


“Good,” I said. “You’ll need to stay in touch with us. Help us figure out the best way to claim the others without attracting attention. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can crack the handshake before the virus gets here.”


Vance tilted her head, curious. “Couldn’t you find a way to stop the virus instead? Slow it down or something?”


I shook my head. “I’m not a biologist. And I doubt I could come up with a good excuse to get the actual qualified scientists working on it without raising suspicions. But…” I paused, considering. “It’s on the table if I can find the right approach.”


Vance nodded, then moved toward the clothes I’d pulled out earlier. She stripped off her wet tactical pants without any self-consciousness, Wallace’s eyes glued to her as she pulled on a pair of jeans that fit surprisingly well. She added a clean t-shirt, then turned back to us.


“All right,” she said. “Let’s get back before anyone gets suspicious.”


We returned to the backyard, the sun lower now, the string lights starting to look more necessary. People glanced up as we emerged, most of them smiling or chuckling.


“Everything okay?” Gabriel asked.


“Yeah,” Vance said easily. “I’m a klutz. Knocked over a lamp and broke it. Sorry about that.”


Gabriel waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Place came with plenty of stuff I don’t need anyway.”


The conversation resumed, and Wallace finally started to relax. The mission was over. Successful. He’d claimed his second woman, and no one suspected a thing.


I smiled at him, reaching over to squeeze his hand under the table. My center, my universe. An attraction stronger than love, even.


Then I caught Cedric looking at me from across the table. He had one eyebrow raised slightly, his beer halfway to his lips, and for a moment our eyes met. He held my gaze for just a second longer than necessary before returning to his drink, his attention shifting back to Gabriel.


My stomach tightened slightly. Whatever he thought he saw, he kept it to himself. No one had any reason to suspect anything anyway.
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Chapter 4 : Establishing Priorities


Phoebe

08/26/2025


The afternoon light slanted through my office window, making the dust motes visible as they drifted through the air. My eyes burned from staring at code for hours, but I couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.


Lines and lines of programming sprawled across my monitors: the Source’s original claiming program, the freeing program I’d helped design, the handshake protocols that now stood between Wallace and what he deserved. What we both deserved.


I’d been at this for two days straight, barely sleeping, surviving on coffee and the occasional protein bar someone shoved in front of me. The scrambled handshake was elegant in its complexity, randomized in ways that made brute force cracking nearly impossible. And the clock was ticking, the counter-virus spreading slowly but inevitably toward us.


But I was going to figure it out. For Wallace. Everything for Wallace. EVERYTHING.


I couldn’t fail him. Not like I’d failed Smith.


The thought twisted uncomfortably in my chest. I wasn’t unhappy about failing Smith. The guy had been a complete asshole, a psychopath who didn’t deserve me, not like Wallace did. But the conflict was still there, gnawing at me: I’d felt the same devotion to Smith as I felt now to Wallace. The same burning need to please, to serve, to be perfect for him. And yet I’d failed Smith anyway.


I couldn’t let that happen with Wallace. I wouldn’t.


A small, hesitant knock on the door made me jump. My hands flew to the keyboard, frantically closing windows, minimizing tabs—


The door opened, and Wallace stepped inside.


My brain snapped to attention like someone had flipped a switch. Every thought that wasn’t about him vanished. Every concern, every problem, every line of code became secondary to the fact that he was here, in my space, and I could focus entirely on him.


I stood up so fast my chair rolled backward, and I was moving toward him before I consciously decided to, wrapping my arms around him, pressing myself against his chest.


“Hey,” I said, smiling up at him. “Didn’t expect to see you today. This is a nice surprise.”


He looked grim. Hesitant. His arms came around me, but there was tension in his shoulders, something weighing on him. More than last time I’d seen him. More than usual.


I kissed him, hard and passionate, trying to pour reassurance into it. When I pulled back, he still looked troubled.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my tone light, teasing. “You look like someone just told you the dam’s about to collapse. Which it’s not, by the way. We’re golden on that front.”


He didn’t smile.


I ramped it up, running my hands over his chest, pressing closer. “You need me to help you relax? Because I’ve got some ideas. We could lock the door, I could get on my knees—”


“Phoebe.”


The tone in his voice made me stop. I stepped back, reading his expression more carefully now. Concern. Guilt. Fear.


“What can I do for you?” I asked, switching tactics. “Tell me what you need. I’m happy you’re here. I’ve been working on the problem, and I think I have some leads—”


“And then what?” he asked, and there was a bite to his tone that surprised me.


I placed my hands on his chest, rubbing gently, trying to soothe him. “Then we claim you as many women as we can before the virus gets here...” I trailed of but quickly continued as I gathered my thoughts. I didn’t want to leave any room for him to argue. “Either as many as possible at once, to gain leverage, or one by one to stay under the radar. It’s up to you, and to the opportunities we find.” I smiled up at him, trying to sell the idea.


Wallace stared down at me, his jaw working like he was chewing on something bitter.


“Phoebe,” he repeated, his voice strained. “This is insane...”


“You’re scared, I get it. This is big and new, and you’re worried about being exposed. But you’ve got me with you now. We’re on the same team.”


“That’s the thing, Phoebe,” he said, smiling softly, shaking his head. “I’ve got you already. I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve it, but I’ve got you. That’s already a lot to swallow, but I’m getting there. Hell, I’ll take it. You’re enough, okay?”


I smiled brightly, my entire body tingling with happiness. My owner was happy to have me, and was finally accepting it fully. But was it really enough? Was it all he wanted? Just me, when he could have so much more?


“I’m glad you feel that way,” I told him. “And if that’s really all you want, then we can stop. Focus on ourselves, and I’ll work every day on making sure I’m the best woman I can be for you,” I said, sliding a hand right over his heart. “Is that really all you want? Not just fear speaking?”


He hesitated. Just a second too long.


“Yes, that’s enough. That’s plenty,” he said firmly, but certainly not convincingly. He was worried. Worried about the consequences if we failed. If we got caught.


I didn’t let my face betray my emotions. “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, leaning up to give him a kiss. “Alright, then.”


I’d please him. I would not fail. I’d find solutions, get him there, make him embrace it. His fear had been on the way since the very beginning. Fear and guilt. Letting him focus on me, showing him what a single claimed woman could be for him if he let her serve him fully, would help him accept the rest.


Meanwhile, I’d work on the handshake, figure out a way around it, so all I’d have to do would be handing him the keys to his kingdom, already unlocked and ready to go. I’d show him how amazing it could be. How good I could be.


And if this wasn’t enough? The thought nagged at me, but I pushed it away. I’d get him there, one way or another.


I led him toward my office chair, and pushed him down on it. “Then, I’ll recognize I’ve been pretty busy focusing on my evil plans. I’ve been neglecting you.”


I winked at him, then sank to my knees in front of him, my eyes locked on his.


He chuckled nervously, but I could tell this was already a more familiar territory. He’d had some time to adjust to me, to enjoy having me.


I opened his zipper, and pulled his cock out of his underwear. “So that leads me to a different question: what do you like?” I stroked him, watching as he grew hard.


He gasped, his hips shifting forward. “Ah! Well I mean you know what I like... I’m not complicated...” He looked down at me, a bit embarrassed, watching me play with his hardening dick. “I like you. I like this.”


I tilted my head and laughed. “Obviously. I mean more... what are your fantasies? Your kinks? What’s your sexual bucket list?”


He snorted, blushing hard. Yeah, there was stuff in there, and I was going to have to pry it out of him. I was going to learn his deepest fantasies and make them come true, one after the other.


He shrugged, but his eyes were glued to me as I kept stroking him. “I mean I like pretty standard stuff?”


“Yeah?” I asked playfully. “That’s it?”


He laughed, but his voice was shaky. “Well, uh...”


“Go on. Tell me. Your woman is on her knees for you, literally,” I sighed playfully. “Figuratively too. You own me. My brain is rewired to crave pleasing you in any way I can. There is nothing you can ask of me I won’t love doing for you. Come on. I’m not going to judge you, and I can’t resist serving you. So, spill the beans.”


“Okay, well,” he laughed nervously, shaking his head. “Fuck you’re gonna think this is stupid.”


I leaned forward, taking his cock into my mouth, bobbing on him a few times. I pulled back with a pop. “Yeah? Well even if it’s the stupidest fantasy, the only thing that will cross my mind is ‘how can I make this happen for my owner?’”


“Okay, okay,” he chuckled, his head lolling back against the chair. He was leaking, his breath coming in short gasps as I worked him. “I dunno. It’s dumb.”


“Wallace!” I laughed, squeezing him slightly harder. “Come on. I’ve been trying to enslave people for you and now you can’t tell me about your fantasies?”


“Okay! Okay...” he said, looking down at me. “It’s uh. Robots...”


I paused, raising an eyebrow. That was not what I’d expected. Yet, my brain was already spinning in circles, wondering what I could do about it. I certainly could build robots...


“Robots? What kind?” I asked.


He shrugged again, his hands clenching and unclenching on his lap. “The sexy kind. I mean, it doesn’t have to be actual robots. It’s more about the behavior?”


I nodded, keeping my face carefully neutral as I stroke his cock and tried to imagine it. “So, like robot women? Women acting like robots? Emotionless, obedient?”


“Right, yeah,” he said, his voice growing hoarse. “The whole, you know, robot AI that’s programmed to obey me and only me, the cold, hard obedience, no will of her own. That kind of thing. I know, it’s dumb.”


“Not dumb,” I said. “And I’m already programmed, in case you’ve forgotten. So I guess we got part of that already.”


He looked down at me, and his eyes were filled with a mix of guilt and awe. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so...”


I smirked. “I definitely can act like a robot, Sir.” I winked. “I’ve spent a lot of time with Ramona Quinn. I know exactly what a proper robot woman looks like.”


Wallace chuckled before grunting loudly, his hips thrusting as I took his entire cock back in my mouth, pushing him as deep as I could without gagging. Something else to work on.


When I pulled back, he was panting, his face flushed. I blinked, slowly, and adopted the most neutral expression I could muster.


“Would you like me to initiate ‘robot woman mode’ right now, Sir?” I asked him, making my voice as flat and emotionless as possible. My owner’s face seemed to have absorbed the amount of emotion my face wasn’t displaying anymore, and he looked torn between embarrassment and extreme arousal. His cock twitched in my hand.


“Y-yes. Yes, please,” he mumbled.


“Very well, Sir. ‘Robot woman mode’ initiated.”


I gave him a slow nod, then stood up and began to undress, carefully and deliberately folding my clothes and setting them aside. The whole time, I kept my face blank, my movements precise and robotic.


He wanted a robot woman? Fine. I’d be his fucking robot woman. The look on his face, though, made it very hard to stay focused on the role. He looked so damn happy, so damn excited and eager. It was filling my own mind with ecstasy, my programming rewarding me for this. My own emotions were making it harder to stay blank and emotionless, so I had to focus and push through it.


Emotions... I thought. They’re in the way. And my brain fired in a new direction, trying to figure out what would be the best way to get rid of it, to alter myself to better fit the role that Wallace enjoyed so much.


I walked over to his chair, standing in front of him, completely naked. I looked down at him, my gaze fixed and unblinking. “Unit ready for inspection, Sir.”


Wallace sat up straighter, his eyes wide and hungry as they raked over me. He hesitantly reached out, his hands trailing over my curves, his touch light and reverent. His fingers brushed against my nipples, and I arched my back slightly, offering myself to him.


“Bend over the desk,” he ordered, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Show me your pussy.”


I obeyed immediately, turning and bending forward, bracing myself on my elbows, my ass in the air. “Presenting pussy for inspection, Sir.”


He moved behind me, his hands gripping my hips, his cock pressing against my wet entrance. I wanted to gasp, I wanted to moan, I wanted to encourage him to use me, to fuck me hard, to make me his in every way. Instead, I stayed quiet, my expression flat and emotionless, even as he slid into me and groaned.


Emotions... How could I get rid of them? What would he prefer? Temporary, or permanent? Only for sex, or for everything?


His cock filled me, and he began to move, his thrusts fast and deep. He grunted with each motion, his hands tight on my hips, and I forced myself to stay perfectly still, to take it without reaction.


The obvious solution would be to create a new programming compatible with the Source’s brain matrix. Altering emotions was already part of the original package. But I was painfully aware, now, that my programming would not allow me to alter it. I’d sabotage it. Again.


“Good little robot,” he muttered, fucking me harder. “Such a good little robot.”


I didn’t know how a robot woman would respond to that, so I remained silent as he used me. As he fucked me. As he claimed me.


If not programming, what else? Some drugs could change emotions, but that would be temporary and unpredictable. Besides, I would only be able to sneak out so much of the right compounds from Echelon’s stores without attracting attention. It wasn’t like we had anyone to supply it anymore either.


Hypnosis? Too soft. No... To get what I was looking for I would have to alter my brain, directly.


“Get up,” Wallace ordered suddenly. “Turn around.”


I stood up and turned to face him, still maintaining my emotionless facade. It wasn’t as hard now. I was entirely focused on the problem, on finding the best solution.


Brain-damage, I realized suddenly. If I damaged specific areas of my brain, the ones associated with emotion, with free will, then I wouldn’t have any trouble sabotaging anything. I’d need to be precise, probably test it first using transcranial magnetic stimulation. And if he wanted it temporary, just that would do. I’d need a guinea pig for that. Vance would do nicely. No doubt she’d be eager to help.


“Get on your knees,” he growled, his voice thick with lust. “Suck my cock.”


“Yes, Sir.” I dropped to my knees, taking his cock in my mouth without hesitation, bobbing my head mechanically.


Yes, brain-damage, if carefully done, might achieve the desired effect. I’d need to make sure it would not mess with the claim program first, but in theory it should not disrupt its core, even if emotions were neutralized. The Source had been thorough. The changes in the brain structure was spread through multiple areas. The loyalty, need to please, wasn’t just emotional. It was deeply rooted, hard-wired, everywhere. And...


I gasped, breaking character as I realized how this approach could fix all our issues. The handshake, Wallace’s reservations and turning me, Vance, and all his future women, into exactly what he wanted.


“You alright?” Wallace asked, his voice filled with concern.


“Y-yes, Sir. Your robot woman unit is fine, Sir.” I shook my head, and got back into character. “Resuming task.”


The answer had been staring me right in the face the whole time: brain-damage. It wasn’t just a way to be what Wallace craved, it was potentially also the way to circumvent the handshake entirely! There was one person I needed to find. One person who held the key to all our problems. Someone who already had brain-damage, and the resulting incomplete brain matrix: Charlotte. What made her immune in the first place could actually teach me how to work around the structure of the matrix.


My owner tensed and groaned, and I felt his cum filling my mouth. I swallowed it eagerly, greedily, savoring the taste of him, the proof of his pleasure and satisfaction. I continued sucking until he was completely spent, and only then did I pull away, my lips and chin smeared with his cum.


I was going to give him everything, and I would make sure he’d take it, even if I had to do some digging in his own head for that.


To be continued…

    
    
Author Note:
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Chapter 3 : The Party


Phoebe

07/26/2025


The gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled into the clearing, parking next to a scattered collection of vehicles—a mix of trucks, sedans, and one very nice vintage Land Rover that probably belonged to Rowan. Gabriel’s house rose up beyond them, a beautiful old two-story place with a wraparound porch, nestled perfectly in the pines. The afternoon sun filtered through the trees, casting everything in that golden light that made summer feel eternal.


I glanced over at Wallace. He was gripping the armrest like it might fly away, his jaw tight, his eyes fixed on the house like he was staring down a firing squad.


“Hey,” I said, reaching over and taking his hand. My touch was gentle but firm, the way I’d learned he responded to. “It’s going to be fine.”


I was starting to understand how Wallace worked. He was indecisive, needed someone to give him that push to take what he wanted. He was still processing everything: the claiming, the sex, the moral implications, and I couldn’t have that. I was too happy. Too fucking relieved to be owned again, to have that sense of purpose humming through me like electricity. And I wanted him happy. God I would do anything for him to be happy. He wouldn’t be if he kept denying himself, kept drowning in guilt over something that made us both feel this good.


I was nervous too, but not in the same way. My nervousness was the good kind, the excited, eager, problem-solving kind. I had a plan. A way to give him so much. And if it worked…


“Are you sure about this?” Wallace asked, his voice strained. “About what we’re doing?”


“I’m sure. We have two opportunities here,” I said, leaning over and kissing him. His lips were warm, familiar after this morning. He melted into it for a moment, his hand coming up to cup my jaw, before he broke away and glanced around nervously, like someone might be watching through the trees.


“Relax,” I told him, squeezing his hand. “You’re already my plus one to this thing. Everyone’s going to assume we’re getting close. Maybe more. It’s not weird.”


He nodded, but he still looked like he wanted to bolt. His discomfort was painful to me, but we were doing this for long term satisfaction. It was worth some short term sacrifices.


We got out of the car just as another vehicle pulled up: a beat-up Ford truck that I recognized immediately. Cedric climbed out, looking a hell of a lot better than the last time I’d seen him. Less haunted. More like the guy I remembered from before everything went to shit. Olivia hopped out of the passenger side, brushing her hair out of her face.


“Phoebe!” Cedric called out, grinning as he walked over. “Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said warmly, pulling him into a quick hug. “How’ve you been?”


“Busy,” he said, stepping back. “I’m in charge of a bunch of building repairs now, some new construction projects. Keeping me sane, honestly. You?”


“The dam,” I said. “We’ve got it producing power again, and we’re close to getting Chantwell back on the grid. Another week, maybe two.”


“That’s great,” Cedric said, genuine pride in his voice. “We could use some extra power!”


“Hey, Phoebe,” Olivia added, giving me a small wave. She looked good too, innocent, shy. The typical teenage girl.


“Hey, Olivia,” I said, then turned slightly toward Wallace, who was hovering awkwardly behind me. “This is Wallace Irvin. He’s been helping me with the electrical grid restoration. Wallace, this is Cedric Appleton and his daughter, Olivia.”


I took Wallace’s arm, holding it in a way that was just possessive enough to be noticeable, and gave him a teasing smile. “He’s nervous about meeting everyone. Cute dork.”


Cedric smirked, catching my eye with a look that said, Good for you, without saying a word out loud.


“Nice to meet you,” Wallace managed, shaking Cedric’s hand and giving Olivia a polite nod.


We started walking toward the house together, the sound of voices and laughter drifting from the backyard. The smell of grilling meat hit me. Actual meat, not the reconstituted shit we’d been eating for months. My stomach growled.


“Haven’t seen Gabriel in a couple months,” Cedric said, his tone carefully neutral. “He’s been keeping to himself.”


I glanced at him, keeping my voice casual. “Is there still bad blood between you two?”


Cedric shrugged. “Not really. I mean, things are complicated, but… Gabriel needed space. To process everything. I think it’s good he’s inviting everyone here. Maybe he’s done processing, you know? Ready to open up again.”


“Yeah,” I said, though most of my attention was already on the plan forming in my head. “Maybe.”


We rounded the corner of the house, and the backyard opened up before us, people scattered across the lawn, a grill smoking away on the patio, the sound of Elaine’s laugh cutting through the air.


The backyard was gorgeous: a wide stretch of lawn bordered by pines, a stone patio with a fancy grill, and a long wooden table set up with chairs and mismatched plates. String lights had been hung between the trees, currently off but ready for when the sun went down.


Gabriel stood near the grill, spatula in hand, focused on the meat sizzling away. He was thinner than I remembered, his face a bit more weathered, but he looked… peaceful, maybe?


Elaine and Lenore were sitting at the table with Imani and Alva, all four of them laughing about something. As we got closer, I caught the tail end of Ramona’s dry comment about mayoral debates and voter turnout, which apparently was the punchline because they all burst out laughing again. Ramona, fucking Ramona, was sitting there with an actual smile on her face, looking almost human.


Over in the corner, Warda stood with Rowan and one of his claimed women: Major Vance. The prize, I thought, keeping my expression neutral even as my mind catalogued every detail. Vance was tall, probably five-ten, with broad shoulders and a military bearing that hadn’t softened even slightly despite months of civilian life. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun, her sharp blue eyes scanning the yard with the kind of vigilance that never really turned off. She was sexy in a stern, intimidating way: the kind of woman who could probably snap your neck and look good doing it. She stood close to Rowan, her posture guarded, loyal.


Rowan himself was his usual gruff self, beard neatly trimmed, flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. He looked comfortable, at ease, but there was still that edge of watchfulness about him. He’d claimed Vance and the other Source soldiers after they’d escorted us back to Echelon, women whose programming was different enough that the freeing signal hadn’t worked on them. They were still vulnerable, still claimable, and they’d chosen Rowan because he was trustworthy. And gay. Which meant he wasn’t going to use them for anything beyond protection and companionship.


People started noticing us as we approached. Elaine spotted us first and waved enthusiastically, bouncing up from her seat.


“Phoebe!” she called out, grinning wide. “You made it!”


Lenore was right behind her, both of them practically radiating happiness. They looked good together, really good. Newlywed glow and all that. They’d be even happier claimed, I thought, smirking. Maybe in time.


“Hey!” I said, returning Elaine’s hug. Lenore squeezed me next, both of them warm and bubbly.


Warda came over next, nodding at me with that cordial professionalism she always had. “Phoebe. Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said. She turned to Cedric, and her expression softened just a fraction. “Cedric.”


“Warda,” he replied with genuine warmth.


Ramona approached more slowly, her face settling into that neutral mask she wore so well, though there was a hint of complicity in her eyes when she looked at me. “Phoebe. You’re looking well today.”


I was, wasn’t I? I was happy, finally slept, finally had a fucking purpose, and it showed. I had to make sure it wasn’t suspicious. I looked at Wallace, then back at Ramona, winking.


She snorted, but made no comment.


Rowan gave me a polite nod from where he stood, but didn’t come closer. Vance stayed right next to him, her eyes flicking over me and Wallace with that assessing look soldiers had. Not hostile, just… evaluating.


Gabriel waved from the grill, smiling. “Hey, Phoebe! Glad you could make it.”


“Wouldn’t miss it,” I called back.


Then I felt Wallace shift beside me, and when I glanced at him, I realized he was staring, not subtly, in Vance’s direction. His eyes were lingering on her in a way that was way too obvious, taking in the curves under her tactical pants, the strength in her shoulders.


I squeezed his arm, maybe a bit harder than necessary. “Wallace,” I said pointedly, pulling his attention back to me. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”


He blinked, refocusing, and I gestured around. “This is Elaine and Lenore. They worked on the freeing program with me. Imani and Alva, both from Echelon. Ramona, who you’ve met briefly, I believe. Warda, head of security. And Rowan, with Major Vance.”


Wallace nodded awkwardly at each of them, managing a strained smile. “Nice to meet you all. Or, uh, see you again.”


There was a beat of surprise as people registered that I’d brought someone. Imani raised her eyebrows, glancing between us with a knowing smirk. Alva looked curious but polite.


Elaine and Lenore, however, were not subtle at all.


“Oh my God,” Elaine said, her grin widening. “Phoebe, are you two…?”


“Don’t start,” I warned, but I was smiling despite myself.


“You are!” Lenore laughed, delighted. “Look at you, bringing a date to the barbecue.”


“He’s my plus one,” I said, keeping my tone light. “We’ve been working together on the dam project.”


“Uh-huh,” Elaine said, “Just working together. Sure.”


Wallace looked like he wanted to disappear into the ground, blushing furiously, looking far too guilty for what we were supposed to be selling here. I hoped people would just assume it was shyness.


Cedric, meanwhile, had made his way over to Gabriel. The two of them stood there for a moment, hesitating, before going in for an awkward hug that turned into a back-slapping thing that men did when they didn’t know how to express emotion properly.


“Good to see you, man,” Gabriel said, and he sounded like he meant it.


“Yeah, you too,” Cedric replied, stepping back and looking around the yard. His expression shifted slightly, became more guarded. “Wendy’s not here?”


Gabriel’s smile faltered for just a second. “She’ll be here shortly. She’s bringing dessert.”


They exchanged a few more words, their voices dropping too low for me to hear, but I could see the tension in both their postures.


I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand. Wallace was still too tense, too nervous, and I needed him confident if this was going to work.


“Come on,” I said quietly, tugging his arm. “Let’s get a drink.”


We settled around the table, Olivia, Warda, Vance, and Rowan joining us as Cedric helped Gabriel by hauling over a cooler full of drinks. Gabriel wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, looking exhausted but content.


“Can’t wait for you to get power restored,” he said, glancing at me. “The back and forth between here and Echelon for basic necessities is getting old fast.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore chimed in, accepting a beer from Cedric with a grateful nod. “Even if candles are romantic, there’s only so many you can find and use before you run out. We’ve been rationing our stash.”


Elaine laughed, leaning into her wife. “Yeah, romantic gets old when you’re trying to read schematics by candlelight without setting your notes on fire.”


Ramona raised an eyebrow. “You both could have remained at Echelon.”


“Too crowded now,” Lenore said, waving her hand dismissively. “We need our privacy.”


“Olivia,” Alva repeated, her tone dripping with innuendo. “Is that what you’re calling it?”


The table erupted in laughter, Elaine turning bright red while Lenore just grinned and shrugged unapologetically.


Imani, sitting across from Gabriel, waited for the noise to die down before asking, more quietly, “How are things going with Wendy?”


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “It’s okay,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes. “I just needed some space, that’s all. She understands.”


I watched him, amused by my own thoughts. A day ago, I would’ve felt sympathy. I would’ve understood his pain, his need to process the guilt and trauma of what he’d done. Now? Now I didn’t even understand why anyone would be dumb enough to reject the gift of the Source in the first place.


Men had the women they wanted. Women were completely fine with it. More than fine, actually. We were fucking ecstatic about it. I was fucking ecstatic about it.


Freedom is overrated, I thought, knowing full well I wasn’t objective and not caring one bit. What good was being objective if it made life so shitty?


I glanced at him beside me. He was listening to the conversation, trying to act normal, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes kept drifting toward Vance when he thought no one was watching.


Even thinking about Smith didn’t sting as much as it used to. Yeah, the guy had been a total freak. But serving him? Serving my owner? Why the hell had I rejected that? How could my free self not see how right it felt to belong to someone?


“So how’d you find this place anyway?” Warda asked Gabriel, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s not like the real estate market is exactly operating these days.”


Gabriel shrugged, flipping a burger on the grill. “I just moved in. Place has been empty since Claim Day, far as I can tell. No one’s come back for it. If the owners show up, I’ll move out, but until then…” He gestured around. “Seemed like a waste to leave it sitting here. Wendy kept our house, I took some time here.”


Ramona frowned slightly, her mayor-brain clearly kicking in. “This is on the list of issues we need to address. We need to catalogue properties, determine who’s where, attempt to contact owners, and establish protocols to prevent theft.”


“Yes, ma’am Mayor,” Gabriel said with a small smirk. “I’ve been a bad boy.”


“I’m not mayor yet,” Ramona corrected, though her tone was dry rather than annoyed.


Warda leaned back in her chair. “I heard you’re the favorite in that race. By a lot.”


“There isn’t much competition,” Ramona said flatly.


Everyone chuckle. Imani chimed in, “What about that guy—what’s his name? Tim something? He’s running against you.”


“Tim Kowalski,” Alva supplied.


“He’s a joke,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “No one takes him seriously. He’s parroting your own selling points and hoping he’ll have a better shot because he’s a man.”


“I don’t think he realizes that it’s not going to help, nowadays...” Lenore snorted.


Ramona didn’t comment, but I caught the small smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.


I let my gaze drift back toward Vance, just for a moment. She was sitting close to Rowan, attentive, alert. I needed her away from him. Just for a moment. Just long enough.


“Jesus, Mr. Irvin, aren’t you hot in that coat?” Alva asked suddenly, eyeing him with concern.


I tensed. Wallace was wearing a light jacket despite the summer heat, and yeah, he was sweating. Noticeably.


“Mother!” Imani laughed. All of Gabriel’s girls called Alva ‘mother’, for some reason. Inside joke from their time claimed, I imagined. “Leave the poor man alone.”


“I can take that for you if you want,” Cedric offered, already starting to stand.


“No!” Wallace said quickly, too quickly, his hand going to the jacket. “I’m fine. I like having an extra layer.”


Everyone stared at him.


I forced a laugh, squeezing his knee under the table. “He’s always like this. Some weird circulation thing, right babe? Gets cold easily even when it’s hot out.”


Wallace nodded frantically. “Yeah. Circulation. That’s it.”


Wendy arrived just as Gabriel was pulling the first batch of meat off the grill. She looked elegant despite everything, wearing a simple sundress that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. But there was awkwardness in the way she approached Gabriel, in the way they shared a chaste kiss that felt more obligatory than intimate.


Gabriel was the more uncomfortable one, I noticed. Wendy seemed uneasy because he was uneasy, like she was trying to figure out how to act around him and kept getting it wrong.


She set a container on the table. “Brought dessert,” she announced with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Hope everyone likes brownies.”


“You made brownies?” Elaine asked, delighted.


“From an old mix I found in my pantry, but yes.”


She sat down next to Gabriel, who immediately busied himself with serving food. Wendy looked around the table, greeting everyone warmly before launching into an explanation about how she’d been trying to get the museum back on track.


“Fortunately, it wasn’t pillaged too badly,” she said. “Mostly just people who broke in looking for food and emptied what little we had there. The art’s intact, at least.”


The barbecue continued. People ate, laughed, debated the merits of solar versus wind power, made jokes about Ramona’s mayoral campaign. It was nice, actually. Normal. The kind of gathering that felt like the world was healing. The kind of gathering that might have done me good a day ago. Not as good as serving my owner now, obviously.


But I wasn’t really paying attention to much of it.


My focus kept drifting to Vance. She stayed close to Rowan, attentive, never straying far, even when he stepped away to serve himself some tomatoes Elaine and Lenore had brought from their garden. I watched her through the corner of my eye, waiting for an opening. A bathroom break, a moment alone, anything.


Nothing.


The main priority today had been introducing Wallace as my boyfriend, establishing our relationship so no one would be suspicious when we spent more time together. Check that box. But claiming Vance would be a bonus, someone at Rowan’s place, someone who could help us get to the other soldiers eventually. Before we’d miss the window of opportunity.


If not today, then some other time, but it had to be soon.


But Wallace was getting more nervous as the afternoon wore on. I could see people starting to notice: the way he shifted in his seat, the way he kept adjusting his jacket despite the heat, the occasional guilty glances toward Vance that lasted a fraction too long.


Imani kept giving him curious looks. Ramona’s eyes lingered on him with that analytical assessment she did. Even Cedric seemed slightly puzzled by his behavior.


Not good. I didn’t want anyone wondering why I was dating this awkward, sweaty mess of a man. He was my center, my universe, but I knew the others didn’t see him that way.


I needed to be bold.


I watched Vance take another sip of her beer, the condensation dripping down the bottle. She nodded subtly at something Rowan said, drink still in hand.


I stood up.


“Bathroom,” I announced casually, excusing myself.


I walked behind Vance’s chair, deliberately angling my path too close, and then—


“Oh shit!” I stumbled, my hand shooting out to catch myself on the back of her chair, and in the process knocked her beer bottle directly into her lap.


Half the contents spilled across her tactical pants, soaking her thighs.


It was stupid. Such an obvious trope. But maybe…


Vance groaned, standing abruptly and staring down at the mess. “Goddammit.”


“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I said, my voice pitched high with false distress. “I’m such an idiot, I—”


The others were laughing, not meanly, just the kind of laughter that comes from watching someone have a minor disaster at a party.


I glanced at Wallace. His face was red, his eyes locked on Vance with an intensity that made my stomach flutter with anticipation.


Do it, I thought. If she steps away, do what needs to be done.


The Major sighed, brushing ineffectually at her soaked pants.


“Hey, Vance,” Gabriel called after her. “There are clothes upstairs. The couple who lived here left a bunch of stuff. Second door on the right. You might find something that fits.”


He started to rise, clearly intending to show her the way, but I jumped in.


“Don’t worry about it,” I said quickly. “It’s your party, you shouldn’t have to leave. Wallace and I can find them for you if you tell us where it is. It’s the least I can do after making a mess.”


Vance waved us off. “I can find it myself. It’s fine.”


“No, seriously,” I insisted, moving closer to her with my most apologetic smile. “I feel terrible. Let me help fix my own mess.”


Vance looked at me for a long moment, clearly weighing whether it was worth arguing, then sighed. “Fine. Whatever.”


“Second bedroom on the right, second floor,” Gabriel offered as we passed.


Vance headed toward the house, and Wallace and I followed.


Behind us, I could hear the others still laughing, the conversation already moving on to something else.


Gabriel’s borrowed house was beautiful inside: hardwood floors, exposed beams, comfortable furniture that spoke of someone who’d cared about the place before everything went to shit. We climbed the stairs, Vance leading, and entered the second bedroom on the right.


It was clearly the master bedroom: queen bed with a floral comforter, dresser, closet with sliding doors.


I caught Wallace’s eye and gave him a subtle nod before moving toward the closet. “Let me see what we’ve got here,” I said brightly, sliding the door open and making a show of sorting through hangers.


Vance stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed, watching me with a military patience that somehow managed to convey some impatience.


I found a few pairs of jeans, some t-shirts. “Here,” I said, pulling out options. “These might work. What size are you?”


While Vance moved toward the clothes, I stepped further away, positioning myself near the far wall. Wallace fumbled with his jacket, his hands shaking as he pulled the pocket VLF transmitter from the inside pocket. I could see him struggling with it, his fingers clumsy on the small screen, trying to select the unclaiming program.


Wallace was too far away from her, though. He was standing near the door, a good eight or nine feet from where Vance was examining the jeans. He needed to move closer, but before I could gesture to him—


Beep.


Fuck.


Vance’s head snapped up, her military training kicking in instantly. She didn’t freeze. She didn’t go blank. She just stared at Wallace, at the device in his hand, and her expression shifted from confusion to understanding to alarm in the span of a heartbeat.


“What the—”


She bolted toward the door.


I threw myself in front of her, hands up. “Stop! Don’t!”


She grabbed my shoulders, trying to shove me aside, but I planted my feet. “The program’s running!”


Vance froze, her hands still gripping my arms, her eyes wide. She knew exactly what that meant. She’d worked for the Source long enough to understand the tech. If she moved in range now, she’d risk being turned into a vegetable.


“Wallace, restart it!” I shouted. “Move closer!”


But Vance was already moving, pushing me hard to the side. I stumbled, crashed into the dresser, and sent a heavy ceramic lamp tumbling to the floor. It shattered with a sound like a gunshot, shards scattering across the hardwood.


Vance was trapped now, knowing she couldn’t come close to Wallace, to the door, without risking brain damage.


“Rowan!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the house like a blade.


Panic surged through me. Wallace was still fumbling with the device, his hands shaking worse than before.


“Wallace, move closer!” I hissed.


He stepped forward, stumbling slightly.


Beep.


This time, Vance went rigid. Her face went completely blank, her body freezing mid-step, one hand still reaching for the doorframe.


“Fuck,” Wallace breathed.


We stood there, hearts pounding, listening to the footsteps coming up the stairs.


“Grab her arm,” I whispered urgently.


“What?”


“Grab her arm! So you can claim her the second she comes to, otherwise she’ll bolt and we’re fucked!”


“She called for help,” Wallace said, his voice shaking. “They must have heard her.”


“Maybe not,” I said, though I didn’t believe it. “And if we claim her fast enough, she’ll cover for us. She’ll have to.”


Wallace moved forward hesitantly, wrapping his hand around Vance’s wrist. A moment later, her eyes started to blink, consciousness returning.


“You’re mine,” he mumbled, barely audible.


“Everything okay up there?” Rowan’s voice called from the stairs.


Phoebe and Wallace exchanged panicked glances, but before either of us could say anything, Vance straightened, her expression shifting from blank to alert to… calm. Determined.


She stepped through the doorway and into the hall.


“Everything’s fine, boss,” she called down, her voice steady. “I slipped and knocked over a lamp. Broke the damn thing. You probably heard me swear.”


There was a pause, then Rowan’s voice, closer now. “You sure?”


Vance snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve survived worse than a broken lamp. We’re just looking through the clothes for something that fits.”


Another pause. I could hear him on the landing, probably debating whether to check anyway.


“All right,” he finally said. “Holler if you need anything.”


His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.


Vance turned back toward us, and the smile that spread across her face was bright and genuine. She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, that’s not how I expected today to go.”


She looked at Wallace with something like admiration. “Ironic, isn’t it? All the precautions we took, me, Rowan, the other girls, and it still happened. I didn’t expect it to come from someone I trusted, though.”


I couldn’t help but smirk. “Statistically, you’re more likely to be victimized by someone you know than a stranger.”


Wallace grumbled something under his breath, clearly uneasy but also fascinated, his eyes roaming over Vance like he couldn’t quite believe she was his now.


Vance’s gaze fell on the VLF device in his hand. “How did you even unclaim me? My handshake was scrambled by the Source. That was the whole point.”


I snorted. “Your group brought back data from Jim Creek, remember? Including the Source’s original scrambling program. Wasn’t hard to reverse engineer it and find the new handshake combination. Only took me a couple of hours.”


Vance nodded slowly, impressed. Then she frowned, her sharp mind catching up. “Wait. How did Wallace claim you?” She paused, studying me more carefully. “Are you claimed? Because if you’re not, why do this for him?”


I smiled, that sense of complicity washing over me, the kinship between two women who understood what it meant to belong. “I’m claimed. I was never freed. Smith had sabotaged the version of the freeing program I used on myself. I was just unclaimed. Wallace and I figured it out yesterday and he immediately claimed me.”


Vance laughed, a genuine sound of appreciation. “Well played.”


Then her expression grew more serious, more focused. “What’s the plan?”


“The plan,” I said, unable to keep the pride out of my voice, “is still evolving. We’re figuring out what Wallace wants, what he needs. But the basic idea is simple: gather as many women for him as possible before it’s too late.”


“Obviously,” Vance said, smirking. She stepped closer to Wallace, her body language shifting subtly: shoulders back, chin tilted up. “And what does our owner want from his women?”


Wallace took a step back, his face flushing red. He was clearly aroused. I could see it in the way his breath hitched, the way his eyes kept darting to her body, but also completely intimidated.


Vance paused, reading him, then backed off slightly. The smirk didn’t leave her face, but she gave him space. She was slowly getting it: how to interact with him.


“So we can use the transmitter to claim more women, right?” she asked, glancing at the device still in Wallace’s hand. “Just go around and start collecting them?”


I sighed. “It’s more complicated than that. The Source’s handshake scrambling was simple, deterministic. Easy to reverse engineer once you had the base data. But the one we—” I winced. “The one I designed and deployed with the freeing program is meant to be harder to crack. Even for me. And I was being really fucking smart about it.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d made it secure because I’d wanted to protect women from being claimed again. Now that security was getting in my way.


“Ah, so that’s why you went for me first, and want the other girls in my unit. We’re easier to catch. Still,” Vance said thoughtfully. “If it’s hard but not impossible, that means it’s doable, right?”


I nodded. “Yeah. It would take weeks, though. Maybe longer. And there’s another problem.” I leaned against the dresser, crossing my arms. “The counter-virus the Source released before they went down. It’s spreading. Slowly, because everything’s still chaos and people aren’t traveling much, but it’s spreading. We’ve had colleagues from neighboring states report detecting it. The brain matrix that conducts VLF signals gets destroyed in anyone who gets infected. Permanently.”


Vance’s eyes narrowed. “Which means…”


“Which means whatever program, or lack of program, is in a woman’s brain at that moment, it stays there forever. Can’t be changed. Can’t be fixed. And so, if we want to program and claimed women, we need to crack the handshake before the virus gets to them.”


She absorbed that, her expression thoughtful. Then she looked at Wallace, winked, and asked, “So what do you need from me?”


Wallace just looked away, his face even redder.


I laughed. “Right now? We need you playing your part. Stay with Rowan, act normal, and be ready to help us claim the other soldiers when the time comes.”


Vance straightened, her military bearing kicking back in. “Not a problem. Rowan doesn’t really have us serve him anyway, not in any meaningful way. Just help out here and there. I can play the part.”


“Good,” I said. “You’ll need to stay in touch with us. Help us figure out the best way to claim the others without attracting attention. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can crack the handshake before the virus gets here.”


Vance tilted her head, curious. “Couldn’t you find a way to stop the virus instead? Slow it down or something?”


I shook my head. “I’m not a biologist. And I doubt I could come up with a good excuse to get the actual qualified scientists working on it without raising suspicions. But…” I paused, considering. “It’s on the table if I can find the right approach.”


Vance nodded, then moved toward the clothes I’d pulled out earlier. She stripped off her wet tactical pants without any self-consciousness, Wallace’s eyes glued to her as she pulled on a pair of jeans that fit surprisingly well. She added a clean t-shirt, then turned back to us.


“All right,” she said. “Let’s get back before anyone gets suspicious.”


We returned to the backyard, the sun lower now, the string lights starting to look more necessary. People glanced up as we emerged, most of them smiling or chuckling.


“Everything okay?” Gabriel asked.


“Yeah,” Vance said easily. “I’m a klutz. Knocked over a lamp and broke it. Sorry about that.”


Gabriel waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Place came with plenty of stuff I don’t need anyway.”


The conversation resumed, and Wallace finally started to relax. The mission was over. Successful. He’d claimed his second woman, and no one suspected a thing.


I smiled at him, reaching over to squeeze his hand under the table. My center, my universe. An attraction stronger than love, even.


Then I caught Cedric looking at me from across the table. He had one eyebrow raised slightly, his beer halfway to his lips, and for a moment our eyes met. He held my gaze for just a second longer than necessary before returning to his drink, his attention shifting back to Gabriel.


My stomach tightened slightly. Whatever he thought he saw, he kept it to himself. No one had any reason to suspect anything anyway.
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Chapter 2 : Dam


Wallace


I checked my phone again. 9:17 AM. She was late.


Not that I was surprised, Phoebe had been running behind schedule more often than not over the past few weeks, but it left me standing here in the dam control building with nothing to do but think, and thinking was not my friend these days.


The morning sun was already getting hot, reflecting off the concrete of the dam structure visible through the old glass doors in front of me. I adjusted my glasses—the frames always slid down when I started sweating—and tried to focus on the pleasant hum of the generators below, the reassuring thrum of machinery doing what it was supposed to do. Prospect Ridge Dam was producing power again. That was good. That was progress.


But my mind kept drifting back to Phoebe.


She was… God, she was something. Sharp as hell, brilliant even, the kind of intelligence that made working with her both intimidating and thrilling. And attractive, undeniably attractive, in that way that made me feel like a creep for noticing because of everything that had happened, everything we’d all been through.


I ran a hand over the top of my head, feeling the familiar smoothness there, the horseshoe of hair that remained on the sides and back. Forty-three years old, balding, lanky in a way that had never quite translated to “tall and handsome.” I’d made my peace with my appearance years ago, mostly, but standing here thinking about Phoebe brought back that old self-consciousness.


I snorted. What was I even hoping for? Seducing her? Asking her out? It was ridiculous. The whole world was in chaos, the entire country was trying to reassemble itself from the ground up, and I was into the only woman on Earth who was still, rightly, traumatized by what men had done to her.


And me? I was traumatized by what I had not done, but eventually tried to do.


When shit had first hit the fan, I’d been a good guy. I helped women get to safety, hold my ground, refused to claim anyone, tried to protect them. I watched my protegees get taken one by one, by stronger men, men who understood the rules of this new game I refused to play. I thought I had to be better. I thought I was. When I finally realized I’d lost everything, was heading toward a lonely existence, decided to play, it was too late. I roamed the county like a pathetic little human raccoon, desperate for the scraps, for any woman I could still claim. Never found one. And then? The team at Echelon, lead by Phoebe and Dr. Quinn, managed to free all women, and I was left with nothing, not even my dignity.


So yeah... Under normal circumstances I’d be considering asking Phoebe out, trying to make a move, flirting or whatever it was I used to do back when flirting felt like a neutral, positive act. But these weren’t normal circumstances. I could tell from the way her body tensed whenever I got too close, the way she avoided eye contact, the way she’d shut down any conversational topic that wasn’t directly related to the work at hand. She was uncomfortable around me. How much was me specifically and how much was men in general, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to push it.


I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag and flipped it open, using the distraction of work to chase away the useless thoughts circling in my brain. We’d made good progress on the transmission lines, managed to find and replace a few damaged sections, repaired a couple of the substations that had been ransacked, and were now on the verge of being able to route power from the dam’s turbines to most of Chantwell. At least I was making myself useful, however I could.


We’d spend every morning here, coming up with the best next steps, brainstorming, then we’d drive wherever we were needed, directing teams, checking out damaged sections of the grid. The work was solid, tangible, and fulfilling, a concrete way to measure my days.


I heard a car engine outside, the sound of tires on gravel, and a moment later, Phoebe’s old Honda came into view, pulling up next to my Ford pickup. She parked and got out, a little breathless, her face slightly flushed.


“Hey,” I said, stepping out from behind my laptop as she approached. “Morning. Well, late morning.”


“Sorry,” she said immediately, breathless in a way that seemed more about stress than the short walk from her car. “I’m sorry I’m late. I’ve been… I’m not sleeping well lately, lost track of time this morning.”


There was something off about her. More off than usual, I mean. She was always a bit tense around me, but this was different. Her eyes kept darting away, then back, like she couldn’t decide whether to look at me or not. Her hands fidgeted with the strap of her bag.


“It’s fine, really,” I said, trying to sound reassuring and probably failing. “No problem at all. You should, uh, try to get some rest when you can. Maybe some melatonin? Or chamomile tea? I know it sounds stupid, but—”


I cringed internally even as the words left my mouth. Melatonin? Chamomile tea? Jesus Christ, Wallace, the woman was held prisoner and mind-controlled by a psychopath three months ago, and you’re suggesting herbal remedies like some kind of wellness blogger.


Phoebe ignored my idiotic advice entirely, which was probably the kindest thing she could have done. She set her bag down on the table we’d been using as a workstation and pulled out her laptop.


“So where are we with the Chantwell substation?” she asked, her voice shifting into professional mode. “Did you get a chance to test the transformer replacement yesterday?”


“Yeah,” I said, grateful for the return to technical territory. “Voltage regulation is holding steady, no fluctuations. We’re good there. I was thinking today we could focus on the distribution lines from the substation to the residential areas. There are still a few sections that need—”


I was talking, but part of my attention had drifted. The way she moved as she set up her laptop, efficient and precise, the curve of her neck as she bent over the keyboard, the way her hair fell forward…


She looked up suddenly, catching me staring.


Our eyes met for a fraction of a second before I jerked my gaze away, pretending to be very interested in something on my own laptop screen. Heat crawled up the back of my neck. Smooth, Wallace. Real smooth.


I could feel her discomfort from across the table, the way her posture had stiffened slightly, the way she’d shifted her chair just an inch further from mine.


Fuck.


The next three hours were excruciating.


We worked side by side, reviewing schematics, cross-referencing voltage readings, planning the route for the distribution line repairs. The work itself was fine—good, even. Phoebe was quick, asked the right questions, caught details I’d missed. We made real progress.


But I couldn’t stop being aware of her. The way she chewed her bottom lip when she was concentrating. The slight furrow between her eyebrows when something didn’t add up. The curve of her shoulders under her t-shirt.


Stop it, I told myself. Stop being a fucking creep.


But my eyes kept drifting. And she kept noticing. And every time she noticed, that tension between us ratcheted up another notch.


I was forty-three years old, for Christ’s sake. I had a master’s degree in electrical engineering. I’d spent two decades working in a professional environment without making an ass of myself. And here I was, acting like a horny teenager who’d never been in the same room as an attractive woman.


Get it together, Wallace.


By the time noon rolled around, I was mentally exhausted from the effort of trying to appear normal and professional while fighting the urge to look at her every five seconds.


I pulled my lunch out of my bag—a sandwich I’d thrown together that morning, an apple, some chips. Phoebe reached for her bag, then paused, her hand hovering over it.


“Shit,” she muttered.


“What?”


“I forgot to pack anything.” She rubbed her face. “I was rushing this morning and—”


“Here,” I said, pushing half my sandwich toward her. “I’ve got plenty.”


She hesitated, looking at the food, then at me. For a moment I thought she might refuse, and I wouldn’t have blamed her. But then she gave a small nod.


“Thanks. I appreciate it.”


“No problem.”


I bit into my half of the sandwich, trying to think of something to say. Small talk felt wrong, but silence felt worse. Maybe I could ask her about—


Phoebe plugged a hard drive into her laptop and opened what looked like a complex piece of code. Her attention immediately zeroed in on the screen, her sandwich forgotten on the wrapper beside her.


“So, uh…” I started, but she didn’t seem to hear me.


Her fingers moved rapidly across the trackpad, scrolling through what looked like a version control log. Lines and lines of modifications, each with a timestamp, a description, a name.


I ate my sandwich and tried not to stare at her again, but curiosity got the better of me. I leaned slightly to the side, trying to see what had her so absorbed.


It was a list of commits—modifications to a program. Each line had a date, a description of what had been changed, and the username of whoever had made the change. Most of the names I didn’t recognize, but the descriptions were dense and technical. “Adjusted neurotransmitter response threshold.” “Corrected VLF frequency modulation.” “Removed sabotage in handshake protocol.”


Her cursor scrolled down, down, down.


Then it stopped.


One line stood out because it was incomplete. There was a timestamp, a file that had been modified, and a username.


But no description.


The username was clear enough even from where I sat: Dr. Bernard Smith.


Phoebe went completely still.


Not just still like someone who’d stopped moving. Still like someone who’d been flash-frozen. Her hand on the trackpad didn’t twitch. Her shoulders didn’t rise and fall with breath. Even the micro-expressions that usually flickered across her face—concentration, frustration, curiosity—all of it vanished.


I took another bite of my sandwich, chewing slowly, before I registered that something was wrong.


“Phoebe?”


No response. The cursor hadn’t moved. She stared at the screen like it was showing her something impossible.


“Hey, you okay?”


She jolted, her head snapping toward me like she’d forgotten I was there. “What? Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t. Her voice was too high, too tight. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated. She was trying to smile, trying to look normal, but her hands were shaking as she started closing windows on her laptop, stuffing the hard drive back into her bag.


“I just—I forgot I have something I need to do today. Something important. I should—” She stood up abruptly, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll stay in touch, okay? We’ll pick this up tomorrow, or—or whenever.”


She glanced at me, and that’s when I saw it.


The look.


It started as a sensation in my gut, a cold twist of recognition that took a moment to reach my conscious mind. I’d seen that look before. I’d seen women look at men like that.


And now Phoebe was looking at me the same way.


My heart started pounding, hard and fast. She turned away, heading for the glass doors, moving too quickly, her gait just slightly off.


My mind raced. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. The way she’d frozen when she saw Smith’s name. The way she was looking at me now. The way she was trying to leave, not just leave but flee.


She was almost at the door.


Before I could think it through, before I could second-guess myself, I was moving. My chair scraped against the concrete floor as I shoved it back, my legs carrying me across the room faster than I’d moved in years.


“Wait!” I called out.


She didn’t stop.


I reached the door just as her hand touched the handle and slammed my palm against the glass above her head, blocking it from opening.


She spun around, pressing her back against the door, eyes wide. “Please,” she said, her voice soft, almost calm, like she was trying to reason with a wild animal. “Please, just let me leave.”


She was staring at me, and there was something in her expression I couldn’t quite parse. Fear, yes, but also… conflict? Like part of her wanted to stay and part of her wanted to run.


“Please…” she said again, and this time her voice broke slightly, desperate and exhausted all at once.


And that’s when I understood.


She was scared I was going to claim her.


Which meant—


Oh God.


Oh God, it was possible.


My hand shot out before I could think it through, grabbing her wrist. She didn’t fight. Didn’t try to pull away. Just looked at me with that same expression—fear mixed with something else. Resignation? Acceptance?


I felt like I was watching myself from outside my body. Like I was split in two. Part of me—the part that had wandered the county three months ago looking for anyone left to claim, the part that had cursed my own kindness and morality—that part surged forward, seizing the opportunity I’d thought was lost forever.


The other part—the part that knew this was wrong, that knew what I was about to do was monstrous—could only watch in horror as my mouth opened and the words came out.


“You’re mine.”


The change in her expression was instantaneous. The fear melted away like ice in sunlight, replaced by the most beautiful, grateful smile I’d ever seen. Her whole face lit up, her eyes shining, and she looked at me like I’d just saved her life instead of… instead of whatever the fuck I’d actually just done.


I stepped back, my hand releasing her wrist, my brain short-circuiting.


“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice suddenly full of concern. She moved toward me, closing the distance I’d created. “It’s all right. I’m yours. That was—that was a good call. Well done.”


I nodded, panting, my heart hammering against my ribs. I felt like laughing and crying at the same time, felt like jumping off the top of the dam, felt like I’d just made the worst and best decision of my life simultaneously.


“Are you—” I managed, my voice shaking. “Are you really okay?”


“I’m perfect,” she said, and she seemed to mean it. She was still smiling, her whole posture relaxed now, open.


“Are you really… mine?”


“Yes,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice made my knees weak. “I’m yours.”


I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, something like relief washing over me even though I couldn’t explain what I was feeling. Relief mixed with horror mixed with confusion mixed with—


Phoebe laughed, shaking her head. “Fuck! I’m such an idiot,” she said, looking up at me with something that could only be described as adoration. “I missed this feeling. God, I missed it so badly. And it’s wonderful that it’s you. You, out of anyone else. And right now, before I could fix it.”


“Fix it?” I repeated, my brain struggling to catch up. “Phoebe, what the hell is happening? How is this even possible? How could I claim you? You were freed. Everyone was freed.”


She took my hand—just took it, naturally, like it was the most normal thing in the world—and gently led me back toward our workstation. “Come on, sit down. I’ll explain.”


I sat. She sat across from me, but closer than before, leaning forward, her eyes never leaving mine. She looked so happy. So genuinely, radiantly happy.


“I’ve been having weird dreams since I used the freeing program on myself,” she began. “You know I used a modified version, right? One that doesn’t remove the trauma?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Someone at Echelon mentioned that. Said you wanted to process everything yourself, the hard way.”


She nodded. “Right. But something felt wrong. The dreams—they weren’t nightmares. They were… good. Really good. I kept dreaming about being claimed, about how amazing it felt to serve, to obey, to please…” She paused, her cheeks flushing slightly. “And when I woke up, during the day, I knew it was wrong. I knew what had been done to me was a violation. But at night, my brain kept going back to it, kept craving it.”


I stared at her, trying to process.


“So today I checked the code,” she continued. “I’ve been suspicious for weeks that something was off, that the freeing program didn’t work properly. Like I was free, but… not really? Like something in the back of my mind was always there, calling to me, telling me I needed to be claimed again, reminding me how good it felt.”


My stomach twisted.


“I looked at the commit log,” she said. “Something I hadn’t done before. I was so eager to just use the program, to be done with it, that I only checked the code itself. And that’s when I saw it—Bernard Smith had modified the original program. A day before his death. Just one modification, no description. And I realized…” She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “The program didn’t free me. It just unclaimed me. Which means anyone could have done what you just did.”


The words hung in the air between us.


“He sabotaged it,” I said slowly, understanding dawning. “Smith sabotaged your version of the program.”


“Yep.” She was still smiling, but now there was something manic in it. “I can’t believe I didn’t check the commits. I’m such an idiot. I went through the code, it looked fine, I didn’t spot any difference from the standard version. I assumed it hadn’t been tampered with because Smith never said a word about it while I was claimed by him. So I just used it. It unclaimed me, and I thought that meant I was free. And I left it at that.”


I sat there, completely dumbfounded, my brain trying and failing to process what she was telling me.


Phoebe moved closer, her hand reaching toward me, but I must have flinched or something because she immediately stepped back, her expression shifting to concern.


“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m giving you space. I just—I’ve noticed how you look at me. I thought you’d want to…” She trailed off, studying my face. “Have you ever claimed a woman before?”


I let out a soft, humorless snort. The question felt weirdly similar to being asked if I was a virgin, and maybe in her current state, it was exactly that kind of question. A measure of experience. Of conquest.


“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t. By the time I… by the time I decided to try, it was too late. There weren’t many women left unclaimed, and the ones that were…” I shrugged helplessly. “I couldn’t find them.”


“That must have been lonely,” she said, her voice soft with sympathy. “Hard. Watching other men get what you couldn’t have.”


I nodded, and my eyes, without any input from my conscious mind, dropped to her chest. The curve of her breasts under her t-shirt. I jerked my gaze back up, but it was too late.


She’d noticed. And she was smirking.


“It’s okay,” she said, standing up slowly. “You can look.”


And then, maintaining eye contact, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. Pulled it up slowly, teasingly, revealing her stomach, then her bra—plain black—and then she pulled it over her head entirely and tossed it aside.


She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra with practiced ease, and let it fall away.


Her breasts were perfect. Full and soft, nipples already hard in the cool air of the control room.


“Go ahead,” she said, that playful smirk still on her face. “Touch them. They’re yours.”


I felt myself getting hard, felt the blood rushing south, felt my brain shorting out as I tried to reconcile what was happening with any kind of rational thought.


I had just claimed Phoebe Conrad. Smart, beautiful, brilliant Phoebe Conrad. The woman who’d helped decode the Source’s programming and free every woman on Earth. And now she was mine. Completely mine.


She moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, and took my hands in hers, guiding them up to her breasts.


The moment my palms made contact with her skin, something in me snapped. I squeezed, feeling the weight and softness of her, and she let out a soft, pleased sound that went straight to my cock.


“God, yes,” she breathed, pressing into my touch. “That feels so good. Pleasing you feels so good.” She laughed, a little breathless. “I’ve been such an idiot, resisting this. My mind knew all along. I needed to belong to someone. I needed this.”


I kept touching her, my hands exploring tentatively at first, thumbs brushing over her nipples and feeling them harden further under my touch. She arched into it, encouraging me with soft sounds and whispered words.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “Don’t hold back. Take what you want. My happiness is making you happy, that’s all I need.”


The words should have disturbed me more than they did, but my body was overriding my brain, drowning out the ethical concerns with pure physical want. She was watching my face intently, I realized, studying my reactions. When I squeezed harder and her breath hitched, she noticed the flicker of satisfaction in my expression and immediately pressed closer, offering more.


“You like that,” she said, not a question. “You like being rougher with them.”


I did. God help me, I did.


My gaze dropped to her mouth, those full lips slightly parted, then down to the obvious bulge straining against my jeans. She followed my eyes, and I watched something click in her expression, not calculation exactly, but understanding. Analysis. She was reading me, figuring out what I wanted before I fully knew myself.


“Can I?” she asked, already sinking to her knees, her hands moving to my belt.


I nodded, unable to form words.


She worked quickly, efficiently, unbuckling my belt and unzipping my jeans with practiced ease. When she pulled my cock free, I was already rock hard, precum beading at the tip. She looked up at me with those intelligent eyes, still Phoebe, still brilliant, but now entirely focused on pleasing me, and wrapped her hand around my shaft.


“Tell me if I’m doing it wrong,” she said, and then she took me into her mouth.


The wet heat was overwhelming. I groaned, my hand automatically going to her hair, tangling in the strands. She hummed around me, the vibration making my hips jerk, and adjusted her technique immediately, more suction, less tongue, responding to what made me react.


She was learning me in real time, cataloguing what I liked. When I gripped her hair harder, she moaned and took me deeper. When I cursed under my breath at a particular swirl of her tongue, she repeated it. It was like she’d turned that brilliant scientific mind entirely toward the problem of my pleasure, optimizing her approach with every passing second.


“Fuck,” I breathed, watching her head bob, watching my cock disappear between her lips. “Phoebe—”


She pulled back slightly, licking along the underside of my shaft, and looked up at me with such genuine happiness that it made my chest ache. “Am I doing good?” she asked, and the eager need for approval in her voice sent a fresh surge of arousal through me.


“Yes,” I managed. “So fucking good.”


She smiled and took me back into her mouth, deeper this time, until I felt the back of her throat. The conflict in my mind was fading, overwhelmed by the physical reality of what was happening. This was real. She was mine. And she wanted this, or at least, the programming made her want this so completely that the distinction didn’t matter anymore.


I felt myself getting close, my grip on her hair tightening, my hips starting to thrust. But before I could finish, something in me shifted. A bolder impulse, a darker want that I’d been suppressing suddenly surged forward.


I pulled her off my cock abruptly. She gasped, looking up at me with surprise and a hint of concern,—had she done something wrong?—but I didn’t give her time to process. I hauled her to her feet, my hands rough on her arms, and she laughed, delighted by the sudden aggression.


“Yes,” she breathed. “Whatever you want.”


I grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked them down, taking her underwear with them. She stepped out of them quickly, still laughing, and I shoved her backward against the work table, scattering papers and her laptop. My hands were everywhere: her hips, her thighs, squeezing and claiming and taking.


“Turn around,” I growled, and she obeyed instantly, bending over the table and presenting herself to me.


I took a moment just to look at her: the curve of her ass, the wetness already visible between her thighs, the way she was trembling slightly with anticipation. This was Phoebe Conrad. Mine. Completely mine.


I lined myself up and pushed into her in one hard thrust.


She cried out, her back arching, and the sound was pure pleasure. She was tight and hot and so fucking wet that I slid in easily despite the force. I pulled back and thrust again, harder, and she moaned, pushing back against me.


“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes. Use me. Please.”


I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and started fucking her in earnest, all my restraint gone. The table scraped against the concrete floor with each thrust. She was making these beautiful desperate sounds, half-moans and half-words, telling me how good it felt, how perfect, how much she needed this.


I could feel her adjusting even now—the angle of her hips, the way she clenched around me, reading my reactions and optimizing for my pleasure. When I grunted at a particularly deep thrust, she pushed back harder, taking me deeper. When my grip on her hips tightened, she moaned louder, giving me the feedback that I liked being rough.


“You feel so fucking good,” I groaned, watching my cock disappear into her again and again. “So perfect.”


“Yours,” she panted. “I’m yours. God, I’m so happy I’m yours.”


And she meant it. I could hear it in her voice, see it in the ecstatic arch of her spine, feel it in the way she met each thrust with eager desperation. The programming had rewired her completely, made serving me into her entire purpose, and the guilt I should have felt was drowning under waves of pure physical pleasure.


I reached around, found her clit, and rubbed it roughly. She came almost immediately, her whole body going rigid, her pussy clenching around my cock as she cried out my name. The sensation pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself deep, coming hard inside her.


For a moment, we both just stayed there, panting, my body pressed against her back. Then reality started creeping back in, the enormity of what I’d just done threatening to overwhelm me.


But Phoebe turned her head, looking back at me with that radiant smile, and said, “Thank you. God, thank you for claiming me!”


And I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.


We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us catching our breath, my softening cock still inside her. The reality of what had just happened was starting to settle over me like a weight: I’d claimed her, fucked her, and she was thanking me for it.


Phoebe straightened slowly, and I pulled out, watching as she turned to face me. Her expression had shifted, becoming more serious though still suffused with that same caring attention.


“What now?” she asked softly.


I blinked, still a bit lost in the haze of post-orgasm thoughts and ethical vertigo. “What do you mean?”


She bit her lip, a flicker of worry crossing her face. “Do you want to keep me? I mean, it’s okay if you don’t—I’d understand—but I really hope you’ll keep me.”


I stayed silent, my mind churning. Of course I was going to keep her. I’d just claimed her. She was mine. The thought should have horrified me, but instead it sent a warm pulse of possessive satisfaction through my chest.


But I didn’t say anything, and Phoebe must have interpreted my silence as hesitation because she started talking faster, words tumbling out.


“It’s fine, really, I mean—I’ve been struggling, you know? Since I freed myself. Or thought I freed myself. I’ve been depressed, not knowing what to do with myself, having these dreams, feeling like something was wrong with me.” She moved closer, her hand reaching for mine. “And now I’m happy. I can be so happy serving you. And I can make you so happy, Wallace. I promise.”


She was watching my face intently, reading my reactions, adjusting her approach. “You don’t have to worry about anyone finding out. I can make sure there are no traces of Smith’s sabotage in the code. I’ll delete that commit, rewrite the history, whatever it takes. And besides, no one is really paying attention to that anymore. Everyone thinks it’s over.”


A small smile played at her lips. “I can just tell everyone I fell in love with you. No one would suspect a thing. We’ve been working together for weeks, it would make sense.”


I felt myself stirring again despite having just come, fascinated by the way her brilliant mind was now entirely devoted to problem-solving for us. For me.


“We can keep working,” she continued, her voice taking on an almost dreamy quality. “Helping restore Chantwell, being part of the community. Or if you want, we could leave. Find somewhere quiet where no one knows us, where you’d be free to use me however you want without worrying about my friends finding out I’m claimed.”


She moved even closer, pressing against me. Her next words came out more carefully, like she was testing the waters, curious but anxious.


“I could even help you claim other women, if you wanted. If that’s something you’d…” She trailed off, watching my face for any sign of interest or revulsion.


I frowned, my brain finally catching up enough to engage with the practical questions. “I thought that was impossible. Freed women had the handshake scrambled when the Source tried to lock everyone in permanently. And didn’t they release a counter-virus that destroyed the VLF matrix in women’s brains?”


Phoebe paused, thinking, and then a smirk spread across her face. She looked almost delighted, like I’d just asked exactly the right question.


“That’s true,” she said slowly. “But…”
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Chapter 1 : Bad Good Dreams


Phoebe

07/25/2025


The light bends wrong. Colors I don’t have names for. My knees press against something. tile? carpet? doesn’t matter. I’m looking up, way up, at a face that keeps shifting. Dark eyes. Kind eyes. No, cold eyes. The particulars don’t stick, they slide off like water on glass, but the shape of him, the weight of HIM, that stays solid.


My mouth is full. My throat works. There’s a hand in my hair, guiding, and the pleasure of being useful radiates through my skull like warm honey, thick and golden and perfect.


“Good girl.”


The words detonate in my chest. I’m drowning in purpose. In rightness. This is what I’m for.


The scene fractures, kaleidoscope turn, and now I’m bent over a desk, papers scattering, and he’s behind me, inside me, and I’m gasping his name except I don’t know what it is. Gabriel? The face swims into focus for half a second—sad eyes, apologetic even now—before it melts away again. Doesn’t matter. What matters is the fullness, the completion, the way my entire nervous system sings with the knowledge that I’m doing what I’m supposed to do.


Another break. Another him. This one has laugh lines, silver threading through grey hair. Edward? The name surfaces and sinks. He’s talking, explaining something about weapons, and I nod along like I understand, like I care about anything except the approval in his voice, the hand on my shoulder, the way being near him makes my skin hum.


“Such a smart girl,” he says, and I want to weep with gratitude.


Shatter. Reform. Duncan’s face now, stern and sad at once, and I’m kneeling again, always kneeling, always looking up, and his hand cups my cheek with something like regret, but it doesn’t matter because touching him, being touched, being allowed, that’s everything. That’s the whole fucking universe compressed into a single point of contact.


“I’m sorry,” he whispers, but I shake my head because he shouldn’t be, I want this, I need this, can’t he see?


The colors invert. Everything goes dark and bright at once.


Smith.


The name doesn’t just surface, it erupts, and suddenly the pleasure amplifies a thousandfold, so intense it stops being pleasure and becomes something else, something beyond language. I’m on my knees and he’s holding a gun and I’m holding a gun and someone is crying and I pull the trigger because he told me to, because making him happy is more important than oxygen, than gravity, than the screaming in the back of my head that sounds like my own voice.


Blood on my hands. Blood on his shoes. I’m licking it off and the bliss is biblical.


“Perfect,” he says, and I come undone.


His hands are everywhere. His voice rewrites my neurons in real time. I’m telling him things: secrets, codes, names, and each word that spills out feels like an orgasm. Betrayal as ecstasy. Destruction as love. He asks me to hurt someone I care about and I do it with a smile because his approval is the only thing that exists, the only thing that ever existed, the alpha and omega of meaning itself.


I’m riding him and crying and laughing and I can’t tell which sensation is which anymore, they’ve all merged into one incandescent column of rightness, and I’m begging. “please, please, anything, I’ll do anything” and he says—


The face changes again. A professor from grad school. A guy from a bar whose name I never learned. My high school boyfriend. Faces blur and multiply, dozens of them, hundreds, an infinite regression of HIM, and I’m servicing them all, simultaneously, impossibly, my body fragmenting across space and time to be wherever he needs me, whoever he is, because that’s what I’m for—


I gasped, eyes flying open, heart hammering against my ribs so hard it hurt. The ceiling of my studio apartment stared back at me, water-stained and familiar and real. The clock on my nightstand glowed 5:45 AM in hostile red numbers. Outside the window, the pine forest behind Echelon was just starting to emerge from the blue-black shadows of early morning, the summer sky going pale at the edges.


“Fuck,” I breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


My hands were shaking. My thighs were wet. I wanted to scream or throw up or both.


Not again. Not again.


I kicked the sheets off violently, like they’d personally offended me, and sat up too fast. The head rush nearly knocked me back down, but I rode it out, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes until I saw stars. Different stars. Stars that had nothing to do with the kaleidoscope of ecstatic submission my sleeping brain kept insisting on replaying.


Three months. It had been three fucking months since the freeing signal, since Smith died, since the whole goddamn world got handed back its autonomy. Three months, and my subconscious still seemed to think being claimed was the best thing that ever happened to me.


During the day, I could hold it together. During the day, I knew exactly what had been done to us, to me. The violation of it, the horror, the obscenity of having your brain hijacked and rewritten so that subjugation felt like love. I could be righteously angry about it. I could work myself into a fury just thinking about Smith’s face, about the Source, about every man who’d taken advantage of the signal.


But at night? At night, my traitor brain rolled around in the memory of it like a dog in the dirt, luxurating in the phantom sensation of purpose and surrender and that terrible, terrible bliss.


I stumbled to the tiny bathroom, splashed cold water on my face until my skin stung. The mirror showed me exactly what I expected: circles under my eyes, hair a mess, the look of someone who hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Ramona kept telling me it would get better. Everyone kept saying that. Time heals all wounds, or whatever patronizing bullshit people trotted out when they didn’t know what else to say.


But they didn’t feel this. They’d all taken the standard freeing program, the one that Ramona and I had designed together, the one that carefully excised the emotional weight of being claimed while leaving the memories intact. Clean and clinical. No fuss, no trauma, just the facts without the feelings.


I’d used the old original freeing program, the one that left everything: the pain and horror, all of it, unfiltered.


Sometimes, like right now, staring at my haggard reflection, I almost regretted it.


Almost.


I went through the motions of getting ready: shower, clothes, a bit of whatever makeup I had left. The routine helped. Concrete actions, concrete results. By the time I was ready, the dream had receded to a dull background hum, still present but no longer screaming.


I stepped out into the hallway at 6:20, locking the door behind me. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that Echelon did so well. It smelled like recycled air and pine cleaner.


Echelon at this hour was a weird liminal space, caught between night and day. Most people were still asleep, but the early risers were starting to emerge: a few engineers I didn’t recognize heading toward the labs, a woman with two young kids making their way to what used to be a conference room but now served as a makeshift daycare. She smiled at me as we passed. I tried to smile back.


The place had changed so much in three months. What used to be a research facility, sterile, focused, populated by scientists and security officers, had become something closer to a small town. Gabriel, Ramona, and Warda had opened the gates to refugees, people fleeing the chaos that still gripped most of the country. Power was spotty everywhere else, supply chains broken, pieces of local governments trying to reassemble themselves from the wreckage of the Source’s new world. Here, we had the solar array, the wells, the infrastructure. We had stability.


So people came. Families, mostly. Some former Echelon staff who’d left after Claim Day and now trickled back, looking for work, for community, for something resembling normalcy. We’d converted labs into living quarters, storage rooms into classrooms. Last week, someone had set up a small market in what used to be the loading bay.


I walked toward the cafeteria, already starting to smell like breakfast, and caught sight of a cluster of men sitting at one of the tables, coffee mugs cradled in their hands. Former staff, if I remembered right. They’d returned a few weeks ago, shame written all over their faces, barely able to make eye contact with anyone. The women here had been remarkably gracious about it, giving them space to process.


The irony wasn’t lost on me. The men, the ones who’d turned us into slaves, were the ones who needed time to heal now. Meanwhile, the women walked around fine, smiling, adjusted, courtesy of our guilt-free emotional lobotomy special.


Ramona was sitting alone at one of the corner tables, methodically working her way through what looked like reconstituted eggs, or at least, something that had been eggs in a previous life, and a hunk of bread that might’ve been fresh yesterday. The rations looked as appetizing as they always did, which is to say not at all.


I let myself drop into the chair across from her with more force than necessary. The metal legs scraped against the floor.


Ramona raised an eyebrow, chewing slowly. “It’s early. I don’t usually see you at this hour.”


“Yeah, well.” I grabbed the coffee pot someone had left on the table and poured myself a cup without asking. “Woke up early. Couldn’t fall back asleep. Besides, I’ve got a shit ton of work.”


She nodded, taking another bite of the grey substance on her plate. How she could eat that stuff without gagging was beyond me, but Ramona treated food like fuel: taste was irrelevant as long as it provided calories.


“How’s the work on Prospect Ridge Dam progressing?” she asked, wiping her mouth with a napkin.


I took a long sip of coffee before answering, letting the bitter heat ground me. “We managed to open the gates and release some of the water that accumulated during spring. June was a bitch with all that rain, so thank God we got to it when we did. The dam’s producing power now, which is great, but…” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s the local grid that’s the problem. The infrastructure’s a mess. Half the lines are down, the substations need repairs, and don’t even get me started on the transformers.”


“And Wallace Irvin?” Ramona asked. “How’s that collaboration going?”


Something tightened in my chest at the name. Wallace was in his forties, competent as hell, former power systems engineer who’d worked for the state before everything went to shit. He knew his stuff, no question. But there was something about the way he looked at me sometimes that I couldn’t quite parse. Was it guilt? Was he one of those men who couldn’t meet my eyes because he was drowning in shame about what had happened? Or was he just… looking? Evaluating? Appreciating?


I hated that I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Hated that every interaction with men now came with this fucked-up calculus in the back of my head.


“It’s going well,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Guy’s a brilliant power systems engineer. Knows transmission infrastructure inside and out. He’s confident we can restore power to Chantwell proper within a week or two, maybe less if we don’t run into any major equipment failures.”


Ramona studied me for a moment, then went back to her breakfast. “You didn’t have to take charge of this project, you know.”


I bristled immediately, though I tried not to show it. Was she implying I wasn’t qualified? Or was this about me needing rest after spending weeks locked in the MRI room, after being claimed by Smith, after everything? Either way, it rankled.


“It’s a nice change of pace,” I said, more defensively than I’d intended. “My skills are actually useful here. Project management, systems analysis, coordinating teams... All that shit I did for the freeing program translates pretty well. And I…” I paused, staring into my coffee. “I needed to be in charge of something again. Needed to feel like I was making a difference that didn’t involve rewiring people’s brains.”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. Not much, but for her, it was significant. “Did you develop a taste for leading projects?” she asked, and there was almost a teasing quality to her tone. “After leading Echelon with me and saving the world?”


I snorted, allowing myself a small smile. “You’re doing the same thing. Pretty sure your skills weren’t meant to lead you into politics either.”


“True,” she admitted, pushing the remains of her rations around her plate. “Though it appears a significant number of people in Chantwell want me to remain in a leadership position. I would hate to shirk such an obligation if I can genuinely be of assistance.”


Right. Because apparently Ramona, brilliant, emotionally stunted, socially awkward Ramona, was now the favorite to become Chantwell’s new mayor once the elections were held.


I shifted in my seat, the dream clawing its way back into my consciousness. The colors. The faces. The feeling of Smith’s hand in my hair. I shoved it down, but the unease remained, an itch I couldn’t quite reach.


“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual. “You had any weird dreams lately?”


Ramona looked up, slightly puzzled by the non sequitur. “Define ‘weird.’”


“I don’t know. Just… weird. Strange. Unsettling.”


She considered this, taking another sip of coffee. “I had one last night where the entire cafeteria was filled with filing cabinets, and I couldn’t find the correct form to requisition more bread. Does that count?”


“Sure,” I said.


She tilted her head. “Why do you ask?”


“No reason,” I said quickly, too quickly. “Just curious.”


Ramona’s eyes narrowed slightly. She was too smart not to notice the deflection, but she also knew when not to push. “If you’re experiencing sleep disturbances, I could—”


“I’m fine,” I cut her off, draining the rest of my coffee and standing up. “Really. Just the usual post-apocalyptic adjustment period, right? Anyway, I should get going. Wallace is meeting me at the dam site at eight,” I lied.


I left before she could ask anything else, before the concern in her expression could turn into questions I didn’t want to answer.


The hallway was coming alive as I walked. A group of kids—maybe eight or nine years old—ran past me, laughing about something, their mother calling after them to slow down. Through an open doorway, I caught sight of someone setting up a classroom, writing math problems on a whiteboard. In another room, a woman was conducting what looked like a medical check-up, a stethoscope around her neck, a young man sitting on the examination table rolling up his sleeve.


It was surreal. Echelon had been a place of sterile research and military precision. Now it was a community center, a refugee camp, a school, a clinic, all rolled into one. I wasn’t sure if that was inspiring or depressing.


My makeshift office was on the second floor, in what used to be a supply closet before we’d turn Echelon into the new center of everything. It was barely large enough for a desk, a chair, and a filing cabinet, but it had a window and a door that locked, which made it more valuable than real estate in Manhattan right now.


I slipped inside and closed the door, shutting out the noise. The computer took its sweet time booting up, another thing we needed to fix, the network infrastructure was held together with duct tape and prayers without Duncan around to fix it, but eventually the login screen appeared.


Something was bugging me. Had been bugging me since I woke up, actually. That dream. The intensity of it. The way it felt so real, so visceral, like my body remembered things my conscious mind rejected.


I opened the folder containing the freeing program files. Both versions sat there: the standard one that Ramona and most of the women had used, and mine. The original version. The one that left the raw truth intact.


The code sprawled across my screen in layers: the mind language we’d painstakingly decoded from the Source’s signal, translated into something a VLF transmitter could broadcast, interwoven with more conventional programming that coordinated the transmission. It was elegant, really. Terrifying, but elegant.


I scrolled through it slowly, looking for… what? I didn’t even know. An error? A fragment of the original Source programming that we’d missed? Some hidden trigger that was causing my brain to replay my time under Smith’s control like a greatest hits album?


But there was nothing. I’d spent an entire night before using this on myself, going through every line, every variable, every function. I’d cross-referenced it against Tristan’s corrections, the brilliant fixes he’d made after catching the Source’s sabotage. Everything checked out. It worked. I was free.


So why did I keep dreaming about how good it felt to obey?


I rubbed my eyes, the screen blurring slightly. Maybe I should ask Elaine and Lenore to look at it. They’d worked on the original program, they knew the mind language as well as I did. Six eyes were better than two.


But they’d just gotten married. Well, not officially, there wasn’t exactly a functioning justice of the peace around here, but they’d had a ceremony two weeks ago and everyone treated them like newlyweds. I couldn’t bother them with my paranoid hunch that something was wrong with a program that, evidently, had worked perfectly.


This was just trauma. PTSD. My brain trying to process an incomprehensible violation by replaying it in my sleep. That was normal, right? That was what trauma did.


I stared at the code until the symbols started to lose meaning, until my eyes ached and my coffee went cold.


A knock on the door jolted me out of my trance.


“Yeah?” I called.


Gabriel opened the door, leaning against the frame. He looked tired. There were still shadows under his eyes, a certain heaviness to his posture, but nothing like the exhausted wreck he’d been three months ago when we were actively trying to save humanity. Now he just looked like a guy who wasn’t sleeping great and had too much responsibility.


“Hey,” he said. “Just wanted to remind you there’s a meeting tonight. Nine o’clock, conference room B. We’re gathering team leaders to coordinate, getting updates on the power restoration, food distribution, water purification, all that fun stuff. You’ll be there?”


“Yeah, sure,” I said, maybe a bit too quickly. Any excuse to stay busy, to delay crawling back into bed where the dreams waited. “I can give an update on Prospect Ridge and the timeline for getting Chantwell’s grid operational.”


He nodded, then hesitated, studying my face. “You doing okay?”


The question caught me off guard. Not because it was unexpected, people asked it all the time now, a reflexive courtesy in a world still recovering from collective trauma, but because Gabriel actually seemed to mean it.


I guess he understood, at least partially. He was still processing everything, still carrying guilt about what he’d done to the women under his authority. And honestly? Compared to most men, he’d been a saint. He’d tried to maintain boundaries, tried to treat the women he’d claimed with something resembling respect, even if he’d failed more than once. The stuff with Olivia and Wendy was fucked up, no question, but at least he felt bad about it. At least he was trying to do better.


“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just busy. You know how it is.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he let it go. “Right. Well, I’m also throwing a little party tomorrow afternoon. Barbecue, if you can believe it. Managed to trade some supplies with a local farmer for a bit of meat. Nothing fancy, but it’ll be nice. Wendy’s coming, Warda, Rowan, and some of his girls, Imani, Alva, Ramona, Elaine, Lenore…” He paused, and something flickered across his face. “Maybe Cedric and Olivia.”


The way he said “maybe” carried weight. Hurt, probably. I didn’t know the details of whatever had gone down between them since they’d come back from Jim Creek, but it was clear things were still complicated.


“What about Charlotte?” I asked.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “Haven’t heard from her in over two months. I’m not even sure she’s still in the area. She might’ve left.”


I sighed. Charlotte. One of the few women who really grasped what had happened, even though she’d never been claimed. Maybe that made it better for her, not having to wake up craving the very thing that had violated you. Or maybe it made it worse. She’d had to pretend to love her subjugation, had to perform enthusiasm and devotion while hating every second, all to survive. I didn’t know which was more fucked up.


Gabriel glanced at his phone, then back at me, frowning slightly. “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be at the dam today? Meeting with Wallace?”


Shit.


I looked at the time on my computer screen. 8:47 AM. I was supposed to meet Wallace at nine, and it took at least thirty minutes to drive there, longer if I hit any of the makeshift checkpoints people had set up on the roads.


The sun was fully up now, streaming through my office window and making the dust motes visible. I could hear activity in the corridor behind Gabriel—voices, footsteps, the sounds of Echelon waking up properly.


“Fuck,” I muttered, standing abruptly and nearly knocking my cold coffee over. “Yeah, I lost track of time. I need to—”


“Go,” Gabriel said, stepping out of the doorway. “Don’t forget about the meeting tonight, though. Nine o’clock.”


“I’ll be there,” I promised, already grabbing my bag.


He left, and I turned back to my computer, finger hovering over the power button. Then, on impulse, or maybe paranoia, I couldn’t tell the difference anymore, I plugged in an external hard drive and copied the entire freeing programs folder. Both versions, all the documentation, everything. The progress bar crawled across the screen with agonizing slowness, but finally it finished.


I unplugged the drive, shoved it in my bag along with my laptop, and headed for the door.


Whatever was wrong, if anything was wrong, I’d figure it out later.


Right now, I had a dam to get to.
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Chapter 4 : Establishing Priorities


Phoebe

08/26/2025


The afternoon light slanted through my office window, making the dust motes visible as they drifted through the air. My eyes burned from staring at code for hours, but I couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.


Lines and lines of programming sprawled across my monitors: the Source’s original claiming program, the freeing program I’d helped design, the handshake protocols that now stood between Wallace and what he deserved. What we both deserved.


I’d been at this for two days straight, barely sleeping, surviving on coffee and the occasional protein bar someone shoved in front of me. The scrambled handshake was elegant in its complexity, randomized in ways that made brute force cracking nearly impossible. And the clock was ticking, the counter-virus spreading slowly but inevitably toward us.


But I was going to figure it out. For Wallace. Everything for Wallace. EVERYTHING.


I couldn’t fail him. Not like I’d failed Smith.


The thought twisted uncomfortably in my chest. I wasn’t unhappy about failing Smith. The guy had been a complete asshole, a psychopath who didn’t deserve me, not like Wallace did. But the conflict was still there, gnawing at me: I’d felt the same devotion to Smith as I felt now to Wallace. The same burning need to please, to serve, to be perfect for him. And yet I’d failed Smith anyway.


I couldn’t let that happen with Wallace. I wouldn’t.


A small, hesitant knock on the door made me jump. My hands flew to the keyboard, frantically closing windows, minimizing tabs—


The door opened, and Wallace stepped inside.


My brain snapped to attention like someone had flipped a switch. Every thought that wasn’t about him vanished. Every concern, every problem, every line of code became secondary to the fact that he was here, in my space, and I could focus entirely on him.


I stood up so fast my chair rolled backward, and I was moving toward him before I consciously decided to, wrapping my arms around him, pressing myself against his chest.


“Hey,” I said, smiling up at him. “Didn’t expect to see you today. This is a nice surprise.”


He looked grim. Hesitant. His arms came around me, but there was tension in his shoulders, something weighing on him. More than last time I’d seen him. More than usual.


I kissed him, hard and passionate, trying to pour reassurance into it. When I pulled back, he still looked troubled.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my tone light, teasing. “You look like someone just told you the dam’s about to collapse. Which it’s not, by the way. We’re golden on that front.”


He didn’t smile.


I ramped it up, running my hands over his chest, pressing closer. “You need me to help you relax? Because I’ve got some ideas. We could lock the door, I could get on my knees—”


“Phoebe.”


The tone in his voice made me stop. I stepped back, reading his expression more carefully now. Concern. Guilt. Fear.


“What can I do for you?” I asked, switching tactics. “Tell me what you need. I’m happy you’re here. I’ve been working on the problem, and I think I have some leads—”


“And then what?” he asked, and there was a bite to his tone that surprised me.


I placed my hands on his chest, rubbing gently, trying to soothe him. “Then we claim you as many women as we can before the virus gets here...” I trailed of but quickly continued as I gathered my thoughts. I didn’t want to leave any room for him to argue. “Either as many as possible at once, to gain leverage, or one by one to stay under the radar. It’s up to you, and to the opportunities we find.” I smiled up at him, trying to sell the idea.


Wallace stared down at me, his jaw working like he was chewing on something bitter.


“Phoebe,” he repeated, his voice strained. “This is insane...”


“You’re scared, I get it. This is big and new, and you’re worried about being exposed. But you’ve got me with you now. We’re on the same team.”


“That’s the thing, Phoebe,” he said, smiling softly, shaking his head. “I’ve got you already. I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve it, but I’ve got you. That’s already a lot to swallow, but I’m getting there. Hell, I’ll take it. You’re enough, okay?”


I smiled brightly, my entire body tingling with happiness. My owner was happy to have me, and was finally accepting it fully. But was it really enough? Was it all he wanted? Just me, when he could have so much more?


“I’m glad you feel that way,” I told him. “And if that’s really all you want, then we can stop. Focus on ourselves, and I’ll work every day on making sure I’m the best woman I can be for you,” I said, sliding a hand right over his heart. “Is that really all you want? Not just fear speaking?”


He hesitated. Just a second too long.


“Yes, that’s enough. That’s plenty,” he said firmly, but certainly not convincingly. He was worried. Worried about the consequences if we failed. If we got caught.


I didn’t let my face betray my emotions. “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, leaning up to give him a kiss. “Alright, then.”


I’d please him. I would not fail. I’d find solutions, get him there, make him embrace it. His fear had been on the way since the very beginning. Fear and guilt. Letting him focus on me, showing him what a single claimed woman could be for him if he let her serve him fully, would help him accept the rest.


Meanwhile, I’d work on the handshake, figure out a way around it, so all I’d have to do would be handing him the keys to his kingdom, already unlocked and ready to go. I’d show him how amazing it could be. How good I could be.


And if this wasn’t enough? The thought nagged at me, but I pushed it away. I’d get him there, one way or another.


I led him toward my office chair, and pushed him down on it. “Then, I’ll recognize I’ve been pretty busy focusing on my evil plans. I’ve been neglecting you.”


I winked at him, then sank to my knees in front of him, my eyes locked on his.


He chuckled nervously, but I could tell this was already a more familiar territory. He’d had some time to adjust to me, to enjoy having me.


I opened his zipper, and pulled his cock out of his underwear. “So that leads me to a different question: what do you like?” I stroked him, watching as he grew hard.


He gasped, his hips shifting forward. “Ah! Well I mean you know what I like... I’m not complicated...” He looked down at me, a bit embarrassed, watching me play with his hardening dick. “I like you. I like this.”


I tilted my head and laughed. “Obviously. I mean more... what are your fantasies? Your kinks? What’s your sexual bucket list?”


He snorted, blushing hard. Yeah, there was stuff in there, and I was going to have to pry it out of him. I was going to learn his deepest fantasies and make them come true, one after the other.


He shrugged, but his eyes were glued to me as I kept stroking him. “I mean I like pretty standard stuff?”


“Yeah?” I asked playfully. “That’s it?”


He laughed, but his voice was shaky. “Well, uh...”


“Go on. Tell me. Your woman is on her knees for you, literally,” I sighed playfully. “Figuratively too. You own me. My brain is rewired to crave pleasing you in any way I can. There is nothing you can ask of me I won’t love doing for you. Come on. I’m not going to judge you, and I can’t resist serving you. So, spill the beans.”


“Okay, well,” he laughed nervously, shaking his head. “Fuck you’re gonna think this is stupid.”


I leaned forward, taking his cock into my mouth, bobbing on him a few times. I pulled back with a pop. “Yeah? Well even if it’s the stupidest fantasy, the only thing that will cross my mind is ‘how can I make this happen for my owner?’”


“Okay, okay,” he chuckled, his head lolling back against the chair. He was leaking, his breath coming in short gasps as I worked him. “I dunno. It’s dumb.”


“Wallace!” I laughed, squeezing him slightly harder. “Come on. I’ve been trying to enslave people for you and now you can’t tell me about your fantasies?”


“Okay! Okay...” he said, looking down at me. “It’s uh. Robots...”


I paused, raising an eyebrow. That was not what I’d expected. Yet, my brain was already spinning in circles, wondering what I could do about it. I certainly could build robots...


“Robots? What kind?” I asked.


He shrugged again, his hands clenching and unclenching on his lap. “The sexy kind. I mean, it doesn’t have to be actual robots. It’s more about the behavior?”


I nodded, keeping my face carefully neutral as I stroke his cock and tried to imagine it. “So, like robot women? Women acting like robots? Emotionless, obedient?”


“Right, yeah,” he said, his voice growing hoarse. “The whole, you know, robot AI that’s programmed to obey me and only me, the cold, hard obedience, no will of her own. That kind of thing. I know, it’s dumb.”


“Not dumb,” I said. “And I’m already programmed, in case you’ve forgotten. So I guess we got part of that already.”


He looked down at me, and his eyes were filled with a mix of guilt and awe. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so...”


I smirked. “I definitely can act like a robot, Sir.” I winked. “I’ve spent a lot of time with Ramona Quinn. I know exactly what a proper robot woman looks like.”


Wallace chuckled before grunting loudly, his hips thrusting as I took his entire cock back in my mouth, pushing him as deep as I could without gagging. Something else to work on.


When I pulled back, he was panting, his face flushed. I blinked, slowly, and adopted the most neutral expression I could muster.


“Would you like me to initiate ‘robot woman mode’ right now, Sir?” I asked him, making my voice as flat and emotionless as possible. My owner’s face seemed to have absorbed the amount of emotion my face wasn’t displaying anymore, and he looked torn between embarrassment and extreme arousal. His cock twitched in my hand.


“Y-yes. Yes, please,” he mumbled.


“Very well, Sir. ‘Robot woman mode’ initiated.”


I gave him a slow nod, then stood up and began to undress, carefully and deliberately folding my clothes and setting them aside. The whole time, I kept my face blank, my movements precise and robotic.


He wanted a robot woman? Fine. I’d be his fucking robot woman. The look on his face, though, made it very hard to stay focused on the role. He looked so damn happy, so damn excited and eager. It was filling my own mind with ecstasy, my programming rewarding me for this. My own emotions were making it harder to stay blank and emotionless, so I had to focus and push through it.


Emotions... I thought. They’re in the way. And my brain fired in a new direction, trying to figure out what would be the best way to get rid of it, to alter myself to better fit the role that Wallace enjoyed so much.


I walked over to his chair, standing in front of him, completely naked. I looked down at him, my gaze fixed and unblinking. “Unit ready for inspection, Sir.”


Wallace sat up straighter, his eyes wide and hungry as they raked over me. He hesitantly reached out, his hands trailing over my curves, his touch light and reverent. His fingers brushed against my nipples, and I arched my back slightly, offering myself to him.


“Bend over the desk,” he ordered, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Show me your pussy.”


I obeyed immediately, turning and bending forward, bracing myself on my elbows, my ass in the air. “Presenting pussy for inspection, Sir.”


He moved behind me, his hands gripping my hips, his cock pressing against my wet entrance. I wanted to gasp, I wanted to moan, I wanted to encourage him to use me, to fuck me hard, to make me his in every way. Instead, I stayed quiet, my expression flat and emotionless, even as he slid into me and groaned.


Emotions... How could I get rid of them? What would he prefer? Temporary, or permanent? Only for sex, or for everything?


His cock filled me, and he began to move, his thrusts fast and deep. He grunted with each motion, his hands tight on my hips, and I forced myself to stay perfectly still, to take it without reaction.


The obvious solution would be to create a new programming compatible with the Source’s brain matrix. Altering emotions was already part of the original package. But I was painfully aware, now, that my programming would not allow me to alter it. I’d sabotage it. Again.


“Good little robot,” he muttered, fucking me harder. “Such a good little robot.”


I didn’t know how a robot woman would respond to that, so I remained silent as he used me. As he fucked me. As he claimed me.


If not programming, what else? Some drugs could change emotions, but that would be temporary and unpredictable. Besides, I would only be able to sneak out so much of the right compounds from Echelon’s stores without attracting attention. It wasn’t like we had anyone to supply it anymore either.


Hypnosis? Too soft. No... To get what I was looking for I would have to alter my brain, directly.


“Get up,” Wallace ordered suddenly. “Turn around.”


I stood up and turned to face him, still maintaining my emotionless facade. It wasn’t as hard now. I was entirely focused on the problem, on finding the best solution.


Brain-damage, I realized suddenly. If I damaged specific areas of my brain, the ones associated with emotion, with free will, then I wouldn’t have any trouble sabotaging anything. I’d need to be precise, probably test it first using transcranial magnetic stimulation. And if he wanted it temporary, just that would do. I’d need a guinea pig for that. Vance would do nicely. No doubt she’d be eager to help.


“Get on your knees,” he growled, his voice thick with lust. “Suck my cock.”


“Yes, Sir.” I dropped to my knees, taking his cock in my mouth without hesitation, bobbing my head mechanically.


Yes, brain-damage, if carefully done, might achieve the desired effect. I’d need to make sure it would not mess with the claim program first, but in theory it should not disrupt its core, even if emotions were neutralized. The Source had been thorough. The changes in the brain structure was spread through multiple areas. The loyalty, need to please, wasn’t just emotional. It was deeply rooted, hard-wired, everywhere. And...


I gasped, breaking character as I realized how this approach could fix all our issues. The handshake, Wallace’s reservations and turning me, Vance, and all his future women, into exactly what he wanted.


“You alright?” Wallace asked, his voice filled with concern.


“Y-yes, Sir. Your robot woman unit is fine, Sir.” I shook my head, and got back into character. “Resuming task.”


The answer had been staring me right in the face the whole time: brain-damage. It wasn’t just a way to be what Wallace craved, it was potentially also the way to circumvent the handshake entirely! There was one person I needed to find. One person who held the key to all our problems. Someone who already had brain-damage, and the resulting incomplete brain matrix: Charlotte. What made her immune in the first place could actually teach me how to work around the structure of the matrix.


My owner tensed and groaned, and I felt his cum filling my mouth. I swallowed it eagerly, greedily, savoring the taste of him, the proof of his pleasure and satisfaction. I continued sucking until he was completely spent, and only then did I pull away, my lips and chin smeared with his cum.


I was going to give him everything, and I would make sure he’d take it, even if I had to do some digging in his own head for that.


To be continued…
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The afternoon light slanted through my office window, making the dust motes visible as they drifted through the air. My eyes burned from staring at code for hours, but I couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.


Lines and lines of programming sprawled across my monitors: the Source’s original claiming program, the freeing program I’d helped design, the handshake protocols that now stood between Wallace and what he deserved. What we both deserved.


I’d been at this for two days straight, barely sleeping, surviving on coffee and the occasional protein bar someone shoved in front of me. The scrambled handshake was elegant in its complexity, randomized in ways that made brute force cracking nearly impossible. And the clock was ticking, the counter-virus spreading slowly but inevitably toward us.


But I was going to figure it out. For Wallace. Everything for Wallace. EVERYTHING.


I couldn’t fail him. Not like I’d failed Smith.


The thought twisted uncomfortably in my chest. I wasn’t unhappy about failing Smith. The guy had been a complete asshole, a psychopath who didn’t deserve me, not like Wallace did. But the conflict was still there, gnawing at me: I’d felt the same devotion to Smith as I felt now to Wallace. The same burning need to please, to serve, to be perfect for him. And yet I’d failed Smith anyway.


I couldn’t let that happen with Wallace. I wouldn’t.


A small, hesitant knock on the door made me jump. My hands flew to the keyboard, frantically closing windows, minimizing tabs—


The door opened, and Wallace stepped inside.


My brain snapped to attention like someone had flipped a switch. Every thought that wasn’t about him vanished. Every concern, every problem, every line of code became secondary to the fact that he was here, in my space, and I could focus entirely on him.


I stood up so fast my chair rolled backward, and I was moving toward him before I consciously decided to, wrapping my arms around him, pressing myself against his chest.


“Hey,” I said, smiling up at him. “Didn’t expect to see you today. This is a nice surprise.”


He looked grim. Hesitant. His arms came around me, but there was tension in his shoulders, something weighing on him. More than last time I’d seen him. More than usual.


I kissed him, hard and passionate, trying to pour reassurance into it. When I pulled back, he still looked troubled.


“What’s wrong?” I asked, keeping my tone light, teasing. “You look like someone just told you the dam’s about to collapse. Which it’s not, by the way. We’re golden on that front.”


He didn’t smile.


I ramped it up, running my hands over his chest, pressing closer. “You need me to help you relax? Because I’ve got some ideas. We could lock the door, I could get on my knees—”


“Phoebe.”


The tone in his voice made me stop. I stepped back, reading his expression more carefully now. Concern. Guilt. Fear.


“What can I do for you?” I asked, switching tactics. “Tell me what you need. I’m happy you’re here. I’ve been working on the problem, and I think I have some leads—”


“And then what?” he asked, and there was a bite to his tone that surprised me.


I placed my hands on his chest, rubbing gently, trying to soothe him. “Then we claim you as many women as we can before the virus gets here...” I trailed of but quickly continued as I gathered my thoughts. I didn’t want to leave any room for him to argue. “Either as many as possible at once, to gain leverage, or one by one to stay under the radar. It’s up to you, and to the opportunities we find.” I smiled up at him, trying to sell the idea.


Wallace stared down at me, his jaw working like he was chewing on something bitter.


“Phoebe,” he repeated, his voice strained. “This is insane...”


“You’re scared, I get it. This is big and new, and you’re worried about being exposed. But you’ve got me with you now. We’re on the same team.”


“That’s the thing, Phoebe,” he said, smiling softly, shaking his head. “I’ve got you already. I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve it, but I’ve got you. That’s already a lot to swallow, but I’m getting there. Hell, I’ll take it. You’re enough, okay?”


I smiled brightly, my entire body tingling with happiness. My owner was happy to have me, and was finally accepting it fully. But was it really enough? Was it all he wanted? Just me, when he could have so much more?


“I’m glad you feel that way,” I told him. “And if that’s really all you want, then we can stop. Focus on ourselves, and I’ll work every day on making sure I’m the best woman I can be for you,” I said, sliding a hand right over his heart. “Is that really all you want? Not just fear speaking?”


He hesitated. Just a second too long.


“Yes, that’s enough. That’s plenty,” he said firmly, but certainly not convincingly. He was worried. Worried about the consequences if we failed. If we got caught.


I didn’t let my face betray my emotions. “I’m glad to hear that,” I said, leaning up to give him a kiss. “Alright, then.”


I’d please him. I would not fail. I’d find solutions, get him there, make him embrace it. His fear had been on the way since the very beginning. Fear and guilt. Letting him focus on me, showing him what a single claimed woman could be for him if he let her serve him fully, would help him accept the rest.


Meanwhile, I’d work on the handshake, figure out a way around it, so all I’d have to do would be handing him the keys to his kingdom, already unlocked and ready to go. I’d show him how amazing it could be. How good I could be.


And if this wasn’t enough? The thought nagged at me, but I pushed it away. I’d get him there, one way or another.


I led him toward my office chair, and pushed him down on it. “Then, I’ll recognize I’ve been pretty busy focusing on my evil plans. I’ve been neglecting you.”


I winked at him, then sank to my knees in front of him, my eyes locked on his.


He chuckled nervously, but I could tell this was already a more familiar territory. He’d had some time to adjust to me, to enjoy having me.


I opened his zipper, and pulled his cock out of his underwear. “So that leads me to a different question: what do you like?” I stroked him, watching as he grew hard.


He gasped, his hips shifting forward. “Ah! Well I mean you know what I like... I’m not complicated...” He looked down at me, a bit embarrassed, watching me play with his hardening dick. “I like you. I like this.”


I tilted my head and laughed. “Obviously. I mean more... what are your fantasies? Your kinks? What’s your sexual bucket list?”


He snorted, blushing hard. Yeah, there was stuff in there, and I was going to have to pry it out of him. I was going to learn his deepest fantasies and make them come true, one after the other.


He shrugged, but his eyes were glued to me as I kept stroking him. “I mean I like pretty standard stuff?”


“Yeah?” I asked playfully. “That’s it?”


He laughed, but his voice was shaky. “Well, uh...”


“Go on. Tell me. Your woman is on her knees for you, literally,” I sighed playfully. “Figuratively too. You own me. My brain is rewired to crave pleasing you in any way I can. There is nothing you can ask of me I won’t love doing for you. Come on. I’m not going to judge you, and I can’t resist serving you. So, spill the beans.”


“Okay, well,” he laughed nervously, shaking his head. “Fuck you’re gonna think this is stupid.”


I leaned forward, taking his cock into my mouth, bobbing on him a few times. I pulled back with a pop. “Yeah? Well even if it’s the stupidest fantasy, the only thing that will cross my mind is ‘how can I make this happen for my owner?’”


“Okay, okay,” he chuckled, his head lolling back against the chair. He was leaking, his breath coming in short gasps as I worked him. “I dunno. It’s dumb.”


“Wallace!” I laughed, squeezing him slightly harder. “Come on. I’ve been trying to enslave people for you and now you can’t tell me about your fantasies?”


“Okay! Okay...” he said, looking down at me. “It’s uh. Robots...”


I paused, raising an eyebrow. That was not what I’d expected. Yet, my brain was already spinning in circles, wondering what I could do about it. I certainly could build robots...


“Robots? What kind?” I asked.


He shrugged again, his hands clenching and unclenching on his lap. “The sexy kind. I mean, it doesn’t have to be actual robots. It’s more about the behavior?”


I nodded, keeping my face carefully neutral as I stroke his cock and tried to imagine it. “So, like robot women? Women acting like robots? Emotionless, obedient?”


“Right, yeah,” he said, his voice growing hoarse. “The whole, you know, robot AI that’s programmed to obey me and only me, the cold, hard obedience, no will of her own. That kind of thing. I know, it’s dumb.”


“Not dumb,” I said. “And I’m already programmed, in case you’ve forgotten. So I guess we got part of that already.”


He looked down at me, and his eyes were filled with a mix of guilt and awe. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess so...”


I smirked. “I definitely can act like a robot, Sir.” I winked. “I’ve spent a lot of time with Ramona Quinn. I know exactly what a proper robot woman looks like.”


Wallace chuckled before grunting loudly, his hips thrusting as I took his entire cock back in my mouth, pushing him as deep as I could without gagging. Something else to work on.


When I pulled back, he was panting, his face flushed. I blinked, slowly, and adopted the most neutral expression I could muster.


“Would you like me to initiate ‘robot woman mode’ right now, Sir?” I asked him, making my voice as flat and emotionless as possible. My owner’s face seemed to have absorbed the amount of emotion my face wasn’t displaying anymore, and he looked torn between embarrassment and extreme arousal. His cock twitched in my hand.


“Y-yes. Yes, please,” he mumbled.


“Very well, Sir. ‘Robot woman mode’ initiated.”


I gave him a slow nod, then stood up and began to undress, carefully and deliberately folding my clothes and setting them aside. The whole time, I kept my face blank, my movements precise and robotic.


He wanted a robot woman? Fine. I’d be his fucking robot woman. The look on his face, though, made it very hard to stay focused on the role. He looked so damn happy, so damn excited and eager. It was filling my own mind with ecstasy, my programming rewarding me for this. My own emotions were making it harder to stay blank and emotionless, so I had to focus and push through it.


Emotions... I thought. They’re in the way. And my brain fired in a new direction, trying to figure out what would be the best way to get rid of it, to alter myself to better fit the role that Wallace enjoyed so much.


I walked over to his chair, standing in front of him, completely naked. I looked down at him, my gaze fixed and unblinking. “Unit ready for inspection, Sir.”


Wallace sat up straighter, his eyes wide and hungry as they raked over me. He hesitantly reached out, his hands trailing over my curves, his touch light and reverent. His fingers brushed against my nipples, and I arched my back slightly, offering myself to him.


“Bend over the desk,” he ordered, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Show me your pussy.”


I obeyed immediately, turning and bending forward, bracing myself on my elbows, my ass in the air. “Presenting pussy for inspection, Sir.”


He moved behind me, his hands gripping my hips, his cock pressing against my wet entrance. I wanted to gasp, I wanted to moan, I wanted to encourage him to use me, to fuck me hard, to make me his in every way. Instead, I stayed quiet, my expression flat and emotionless, even as he slid into me and groaned.


Emotions... How could I get rid of them? What would he prefer? Temporary, or permanent? Only for sex, or for everything?


His cock filled me, and he began to move, his thrusts fast and deep. He grunted with each motion, his hands tight on my hips, and I forced myself to stay perfectly still, to take it without reaction.


The obvious solution would be to create a new programming compatible with the Source’s brain matrix. Altering emotions was already part of the original package. But I was painfully aware, now, that my programming would not allow me to alter it. I’d sabotage it. Again.


“Good little robot,” he muttered, fucking me harder. “Such a good little robot.”


I didn’t know how a robot woman would respond to that, so I remained silent as he used me. As he fucked me. As he claimed me.


If not programming, what else? Some drugs could change emotions, but that would be temporary and unpredictable. Besides, I would only be able to sneak out so much of the right compounds from Echelon’s stores without attracting attention. It wasn’t like we had anyone to supply it anymore either.


Hypnosis? Too soft. No... To get what I was looking for I would have to alter my brain, directly.


“Get up,” Wallace ordered suddenly. “Turn around.”


I stood up and turned to face him, still maintaining my emotionless facade. It wasn’t as hard now. I was entirely focused on the problem, on finding the best solution.


Brain-damage, I realized suddenly. If I damaged specific areas of my brain, the ones associated with emotion, with free will, then I wouldn’t have any trouble sabotaging anything. I’d need to be precise, probably test it first using transcranial magnetic stimulation. And if he wanted it temporary, just that would do. I’d need a guinea pig for that. Vance would do nicely. No doubt she’d be eager to help.


“Get on your knees,” he growled, his voice thick with lust. “Suck my cock.”


“Yes, Sir.” I dropped to my knees, taking his cock in my mouth without hesitation, bobbing my head mechanically.


Yes, brain-damage, if carefully done, might achieve the desired effect. I’d need to make sure it would not mess with the claim program first, but in theory it should not disrupt its core, even if emotions were neutralized. The Source had been thorough. The changes in the brain structure was spread through multiple areas. The loyalty, need to please, wasn’t just emotional. It was deeply rooted, hard-wired, everywhere. And...


I gasped, breaking character as I realized how this approach could fix all our issues. The handshake, Wallace’s reservations and turning me, Vance, and all his future women, into exactly what he wanted.


“You alright?” Wallace asked, his voice filled with concern.


“Y-yes, Sir. Your robot woman unit is fine, Sir.” I shook my head, and got back into character. “Resuming task.”


The answer had been staring me right in the face the whole time: brain-damage. It wasn’t just a way to be what Wallace craved, it was potentially also the way to circumvent the handshake entirely! There was one person I needed to find. One person who held the key to all our problems. Someone who already had brain-damage, and the resulting incomplete brain matrix: Charlotte. What made her immune in the first place could actually teach me how to work around the structure of the matrix.


My owner tensed and groaned, and I felt his cum filling my mouth. I swallowed it eagerly, greedily, savoring the taste of him, the proof of his pleasure and satisfaction. I continued sucking until he was completely spent, and only then did I pull away, my lips and chin smeared with his cum.


I was going to give him everything, and I would make sure he’d take it, even if I had to do some digging in his own head for that.


To be continued…
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Chapter 3 : The Party


Phoebe

07/26/2025


The gravel crunched under my tires as I pulled into the clearing, parking next to a scattered collection of vehicles—a mix of trucks, sedans, and one very nice vintage Land Rover that probably belonged to Rowan. Gabriel’s house rose up beyond them, a beautiful old two-story place with a wraparound porch, nestled perfectly in the pines. The afternoon sun filtered through the trees, casting everything in that golden light that made summer feel eternal.


I glanced over at Wallace. He was gripping the armrest like it might fly away, his jaw tight, his eyes fixed on the house like he was staring down a firing squad.


“Hey,” I said, reaching over and taking his hand. My touch was gentle but firm, the way I’d learned he responded to. “It’s going to be fine.”


I was starting to understand how Wallace worked. He was indecisive, needed someone to give him that push to take what he wanted. He was still processing everything: the claiming, the sex, the moral implications, and I couldn’t have that. I was too happy. Too fucking relieved to be owned again, to have that sense of purpose humming through me like electricity. And I wanted him happy. God I would do anything for him to be happy. He wouldn’t be if he kept denying himself, kept drowning in guilt over something that made us both feel this good.


I was nervous too, but not in the same way. My nervousness was the good kind, the excited, eager, problem-solving kind. I had a plan. A way to give him so much. And if it worked…


“Are you sure about this?” Wallace asked, his voice strained. “About what we’re doing?”


“I’m sure. We have two opportunities here,” I said, leaning over and kissing him. His lips were warm, familiar after this morning. He melted into it for a moment, his hand coming up to cup my jaw, before he broke away and glanced around nervously, like someone might be watching through the trees.


“Relax,” I told him, squeezing his hand. “You’re already my plus one to this thing. Everyone’s going to assume we’re getting close. Maybe more. It’s not weird.”


He nodded, but he still looked like he wanted to bolt. His discomfort was painful to me, but we were doing this for long term satisfaction. It was worth some short term sacrifices.


We got out of the car just as another vehicle pulled up: a beat-up Ford truck that I recognized immediately. Cedric climbed out, looking a hell of a lot better than the last time I’d seen him. Less haunted. More like the guy I remembered from before everything went to shit. Olivia hopped out of the passenger side, brushing her hair out of her face.


“Phoebe!” Cedric called out, grinning as he walked over. “Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said warmly, pulling him into a quick hug. “How’ve you been?”


“Busy,” he said, stepping back. “I’m in charge of a bunch of building repairs now, some new construction projects. Keeping me sane, honestly. You?”


“The dam,” I said. “We’ve got it producing power again, and we’re close to getting Chantwell back on the grid. Another week, maybe two.”


“That’s great,” Cedric said, genuine pride in his voice. “We could use some extra power!”


“Hey, Phoebe,” Olivia added, giving me a small wave. She looked good too, innocent, shy. The typical teenage girl.


“Hey, Olivia,” I said, then turned slightly toward Wallace, who was hovering awkwardly behind me. “This is Wallace Irvin. He’s been helping me with the electrical grid restoration. Wallace, this is Cedric Appleton and his daughter, Olivia.”


I took Wallace’s arm, holding it in a way that was just possessive enough to be noticeable, and gave him a teasing smile. “He’s nervous about meeting everyone. Cute dork.”


Cedric smirked, catching my eye with a look that said, Good for you, without saying a word out loud.


“Nice to meet you,” Wallace managed, shaking Cedric’s hand and giving Olivia a polite nod.


We started walking toward the house together, the sound of voices and laughter drifting from the backyard. The smell of grilling meat hit me. Actual meat, not the reconstituted shit we’d been eating for months. My stomach growled.


“Haven’t seen Gabriel in a couple months,” Cedric said, his tone carefully neutral. “He’s been keeping to himself.”


I glanced at him, keeping my voice casual. “Is there still bad blood between you two?”


Cedric shrugged. “Not really. I mean, things are complicated, but… Gabriel needed space. To process everything. I think it’s good he’s inviting everyone here. Maybe he’s done processing, you know? Ready to open up again.”


“Yeah,” I said, though most of my attention was already on the plan forming in my head. “Maybe.”


We rounded the corner of the house, and the backyard opened up before us, people scattered across the lawn, a grill smoking away on the patio, the sound of Elaine’s laugh cutting through the air.


The backyard was gorgeous: a wide stretch of lawn bordered by pines, a stone patio with a fancy grill, and a long wooden table set up with chairs and mismatched plates. String lights had been hung between the trees, currently off but ready for when the sun went down.


Gabriel stood near the grill, spatula in hand, focused on the meat sizzling away. He was thinner than I remembered, his face a bit more weathered, but he looked… peaceful, maybe?


Elaine and Lenore were sitting at the table with Imani and Alva, all four of them laughing about something. As we got closer, I caught the tail end of Ramona’s dry comment about mayoral debates and voter turnout, which apparently was the punchline because they all burst out laughing again. Ramona, fucking Ramona, was sitting there with an actual smile on her face, looking almost human.


Over in the corner, Warda stood with Rowan and one of his claimed women: Major Vance. The prize, I thought, keeping my expression neutral even as my mind catalogued every detail. Vance was tall, probably five-ten, with broad shoulders and a military bearing that hadn’t softened even slightly despite months of civilian life. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight bun, her sharp blue eyes scanning the yard with the kind of vigilance that never really turned off. She was sexy in a stern, intimidating way: the kind of woman who could probably snap your neck and look good doing it. She stood close to Rowan, her posture guarded, loyal.


Rowan himself was his usual gruff self, beard neatly trimmed, flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows. He looked comfortable, at ease, but there was still that edge of watchfulness about him. He’d claimed Vance and the other Source soldiers after they’d escorted us back to Echelon, women whose programming was different enough that the freeing signal hadn’t worked on them. They were still vulnerable, still claimable, and they’d chosen Rowan because he was trustworthy. And gay. Which meant he wasn’t going to use them for anything beyond protection and companionship.


People started noticing us as we approached. Elaine spotted us first and waved enthusiastically, bouncing up from her seat.


“Phoebe!” she called out, grinning wide. “You made it!”


Lenore was right behind her, both of them practically radiating happiness. They looked good together, really good. Newlywed glow and all that. They’d be even happier claimed, I thought, smirking. Maybe in time.


“Hey!” I said, returning Elaine’s hug. Lenore squeezed me next, both of them warm and bubbly.


Warda came over next, nodding at me with that cordial professionalism she always had. “Phoebe. Good to see you.”


“You too,” I said. She turned to Cedric, and her expression softened just a fraction. “Cedric.”


“Warda,” he replied with genuine warmth.


Ramona approached more slowly, her face settling into that neutral mask she wore so well, though there was a hint of complicity in her eyes when she looked at me. “Phoebe. You’re looking well today.”


I was, wasn’t I? I was happy, finally slept, finally had a fucking purpose, and it showed. I had to make sure it wasn’t suspicious. I looked at Wallace, then back at Ramona, winking.


She snorted, but made no comment.


Rowan gave me a polite nod from where he stood, but didn’t come closer. Vance stayed right next to him, her eyes flicking over me and Wallace with that assessing look soldiers had. Not hostile, just… evaluating.


Gabriel waved from the grill, smiling. “Hey, Phoebe! Glad you could make it.”


“Wouldn’t miss it,” I called back.


Then I felt Wallace shift beside me, and when I glanced at him, I realized he was staring, not subtly, in Vance’s direction. His eyes were lingering on her in a way that was way too obvious, taking in the curves under her tactical pants, the strength in her shoulders.


I squeezed his arm, maybe a bit harder than necessary. “Wallace,” I said pointedly, pulling his attention back to me. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”


He blinked, refocusing, and I gestured around. “This is Elaine and Lenore. They worked on the freeing program with me. Imani and Alva, both from Echelon. Ramona, who you’ve met briefly, I believe. Warda, head of security. And Rowan, with Major Vance.”


Wallace nodded awkwardly at each of them, managing a strained smile. “Nice to meet you all. Or, uh, see you again.”


There was a beat of surprise as people registered that I’d brought someone. Imani raised her eyebrows, glancing between us with a knowing smirk. Alva looked curious but polite.


Elaine and Lenore, however, were not subtle at all.


“Oh my God,” Elaine said, her grin widening. “Phoebe, are you two…?”


“Don’t start,” I warned, but I was smiling despite myself.


“You are!” Lenore laughed, delighted. “Look at you, bringing a date to the barbecue.”


“He’s my plus one,” I said, keeping my tone light. “We’ve been working together on the dam project.”


“Uh-huh,” Elaine said, “Just working together. Sure.”


Wallace looked like he wanted to disappear into the ground, blushing furiously, looking far too guilty for what we were supposed to be selling here. I hoped people would just assume it was shyness.


Cedric, meanwhile, had made his way over to Gabriel. The two of them stood there for a moment, hesitating, before going in for an awkward hug that turned into a back-slapping thing that men did when they didn’t know how to express emotion properly.


“Good to see you, man,” Gabriel said, and he sounded like he meant it.


“Yeah, you too,” Cedric replied, stepping back and looking around the yard. His expression shifted slightly, became more guarded. “Wendy’s not here?”


Gabriel’s smile faltered for just a second. “She’ll be here shortly. She’s bringing dessert.”


They exchanged a few more words, their voices dropping too low for me to hear, but I could see the tension in both their postures.


I forced myself to look away, to focus on the task at hand. Wallace was still too tense, too nervous, and I needed him confident if this was going to work.


“Come on,” I said quietly, tugging his arm. “Let’s get a drink.”


We settled around the table, Olivia, Warda, Vance, and Rowan joining us as Cedric helped Gabriel by hauling over a cooler full of drinks. Gabriel wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, looking exhausted but content.


“Can’t wait for you to get power restored,” he said, glancing at me. “The back and forth between here and Echelon for basic necessities is getting old fast.”


“Tell me about it,” Lenore chimed in, accepting a beer from Cedric with a grateful nod. “Even if candles are romantic, there’s only so many you can find and use before you run out. We’ve been rationing our stash.”


Elaine laughed, leaning into her wife. “Yeah, romantic gets old when you’re trying to read schematics by candlelight without setting your notes on fire.”


Ramona raised an eyebrow. “You both could have remained at Echelon.”


“Too crowded now,” Lenore said, waving her hand dismissively. “We need our privacy.”


“Olivia,” Alva repeated, her tone dripping with innuendo. “Is that what you’re calling it?”


The table erupted in laughter, Elaine turning bright red while Lenore just grinned and shrugged unapologetically.


Imani, sitting across from Gabriel, waited for the noise to die down before asking, more quietly, “How are things going with Wendy?”


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “It’s okay,” he said, not quite meeting her eyes. “I just needed some space, that’s all. She understands.”


I watched him, amused by my own thoughts. A day ago, I would’ve felt sympathy. I would’ve understood his pain, his need to process the guilt and trauma of what he’d done. Now? Now I didn’t even understand why anyone would be dumb enough to reject the gift of the Source in the first place.


Men had the women they wanted. Women were completely fine with it. More than fine, actually. We were fucking ecstatic about it. I was fucking ecstatic about it.


Freedom is overrated, I thought, knowing full well I wasn’t objective and not caring one bit. What good was being objective if it made life so shitty?


I glanced at him beside me. He was listening to the conversation, trying to act normal, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes kept drifting toward Vance when he thought no one was watching.


Even thinking about Smith didn’t sting as much as it used to. Yeah, the guy had been a total freak. But serving him? Serving my owner? Why the hell had I rejected that? How could my free self not see how right it felt to belong to someone?


“So how’d you find this place anyway?” Warda asked Gabriel, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s not like the real estate market is exactly operating these days.”


Gabriel shrugged, flipping a burger on the grill. “I just moved in. Place has been empty since Claim Day, far as I can tell. No one’s come back for it. If the owners show up, I’ll move out, but until then…” He gestured around. “Seemed like a waste to leave it sitting here. Wendy kept our house, I took some time here.”


Ramona frowned slightly, her mayor-brain clearly kicking in. “This is on the list of issues we need to address. We need to catalogue properties, determine who’s where, attempt to contact owners, and establish protocols to prevent theft.”


“Yes, ma’am Mayor,” Gabriel said with a small smirk. “I’ve been a bad boy.”


“I’m not mayor yet,” Ramona corrected, though her tone was dry rather than annoyed.


Warda leaned back in her chair. “I heard you’re the favorite in that race. By a lot.”


“There isn’t much competition,” Ramona said flatly.


Everyone chuckle. Imani chimed in, “What about that guy—what’s his name? Tim something? He’s running against you.”


“Tim Kowalski,” Alva supplied.


“He’s a joke,” Cedric said, shaking his head. “No one takes him seriously. He’s parroting your own selling points and hoping he’ll have a better shot because he’s a man.”


“I don’t think he realizes that it’s not going to help, nowadays...” Lenore snorted.


Ramona didn’t comment, but I caught the small smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth.


I let my gaze drift back toward Vance, just for a moment. She was sitting close to Rowan, attentive, alert. I needed her away from him. Just for a moment. Just long enough.


“Jesus, Mr. Irvin, aren’t you hot in that coat?” Alva asked suddenly, eyeing him with concern.


I tensed. Wallace was wearing a light jacket despite the summer heat, and yeah, he was sweating. Noticeably.


“Mother!” Imani laughed. All of Gabriel’s girls called Alva ‘mother’, for some reason. Inside joke from their time claimed, I imagined. “Leave the poor man alone.”


“I can take that for you if you want,” Cedric offered, already starting to stand.


“No!” Wallace said quickly, too quickly, his hand going to the jacket. “I’m fine. I like having an extra layer.”


Everyone stared at him.


I forced a laugh, squeezing his knee under the table. “He’s always like this. Some weird circulation thing, right babe? Gets cold easily even when it’s hot out.”


Wallace nodded frantically. “Yeah. Circulation. That’s it.”


Wendy arrived just as Gabriel was pulling the first batch of meat off the grill. She looked elegant despite everything, wearing a simple sundress that probably cost more than my entire wardrobe, her auburn hair pulled back in a loose ponytail. But there was awkwardness in the way she approached Gabriel, in the way they shared a chaste kiss that felt more obligatory than intimate.


Gabriel was the more uncomfortable one, I noticed. Wendy seemed uneasy because he was uneasy, like she was trying to figure out how to act around him and kept getting it wrong.


She set a container on the table. “Brought dessert,” she announced with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Hope everyone likes brownies.”


“You made brownies?” Elaine asked, delighted.


“From an old mix I found in my pantry, but yes.”


She sat down next to Gabriel, who immediately busied himself with serving food. Wendy looked around the table, greeting everyone warmly before launching into an explanation about how she’d been trying to get the museum back on track.


“Fortunately, it wasn’t pillaged too badly,” she said. “Mostly just people who broke in looking for food and emptied what little we had there. The art’s intact, at least.”


The barbecue continued. People ate, laughed, debated the merits of solar versus wind power, made jokes about Ramona’s mayoral campaign. It was nice, actually. Normal. The kind of gathering that felt like the world was healing. The kind of gathering that might have done me good a day ago. Not as good as serving my owner now, obviously.


But I wasn’t really paying attention to much of it.


My focus kept drifting to Vance. She stayed close to Rowan, attentive, never straying far, even when he stepped away to serve himself some tomatoes Elaine and Lenore had brought from their garden. I watched her through the corner of my eye, waiting for an opening. A bathroom break, a moment alone, anything.


Nothing.


The main priority today had been introducing Wallace as my boyfriend, establishing our relationship so no one would be suspicious when we spent more time together. Check that box. But claiming Vance would be a bonus, someone at Rowan’s place, someone who could help us get to the other soldiers eventually. Before we’d miss the window of opportunity.


If not today, then some other time, but it had to be soon.


But Wallace was getting more nervous as the afternoon wore on. I could see people starting to notice: the way he shifted in his seat, the way he kept adjusting his jacket despite the heat, the occasional guilty glances toward Vance that lasted a fraction too long.


Imani kept giving him curious looks. Ramona’s eyes lingered on him with that analytical assessment she did. Even Cedric seemed slightly puzzled by his behavior.


Not good. I didn’t want anyone wondering why I was dating this awkward, sweaty mess of a man. He was my center, my universe, but I knew the others didn’t see him that way.


I needed to be bold.


I watched Vance take another sip of her beer, the condensation dripping down the bottle. She nodded subtly at something Rowan said, drink still in hand.


I stood up.


“Bathroom,” I announced casually, excusing myself.


I walked behind Vance’s chair, deliberately angling my path too close, and then—


“Oh shit!” I stumbled, my hand shooting out to catch myself on the back of her chair, and in the process knocked her beer bottle directly into her lap.


Half the contents spilled across her tactical pants, soaking her thighs.


It was stupid. Such an obvious trope. But maybe…


Vance groaned, standing abruptly and staring down at the mess. “Goddammit.”


“Oh my God, I’m so sorry!” I said, my voice pitched high with false distress. “I’m such an idiot, I—”


The others were laughing, not meanly, just the kind of laughter that comes from watching someone have a minor disaster at a party.


I glanced at Wallace. His face was red, his eyes locked on Vance with an intensity that made my stomach flutter with anticipation.


Do it, I thought. If she steps away, do what needs to be done.


The Major sighed, brushing ineffectually at her soaked pants.


“Hey, Vance,” Gabriel called after her. “There are clothes upstairs. The couple who lived here left a bunch of stuff. Second door on the right. You might find something that fits.”


He started to rise, clearly intending to show her the way, but I jumped in.


“Don’t worry about it,” I said quickly. “It’s your party, you shouldn’t have to leave. Wallace and I can find them for you if you tell us where it is. It’s the least I can do after making a mess.”


Vance waved us off. “I can find it myself. It’s fine.”


“No, seriously,” I insisted, moving closer to her with my most apologetic smile. “I feel terrible. Let me help fix my own mess.”


Vance looked at me for a long moment, clearly weighing whether it was worth arguing, then sighed. “Fine. Whatever.”


“Second bedroom on the right, second floor,” Gabriel offered as we passed.


Vance headed toward the house, and Wallace and I followed.


Behind us, I could hear the others still laughing, the conversation already moving on to something else.


Gabriel’s borrowed house was beautiful inside: hardwood floors, exposed beams, comfortable furniture that spoke of someone who’d cared about the place before everything went to shit. We climbed the stairs, Vance leading, and entered the second bedroom on the right.


It was clearly the master bedroom: queen bed with a floral comforter, dresser, closet with sliding doors.


I caught Wallace’s eye and gave him a subtle nod before moving toward the closet. “Let me see what we’ve got here,” I said brightly, sliding the door open and making a show of sorting through hangers.


Vance stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed, watching me with a military patience that somehow managed to convey some impatience.


I found a few pairs of jeans, some t-shirts. “Here,” I said, pulling out options. “These might work. What size are you?”


While Vance moved toward the clothes, I stepped further away, positioning myself near the far wall. Wallace fumbled with his jacket, his hands shaking as he pulled the pocket VLF transmitter from the inside pocket. I could see him struggling with it, his fingers clumsy on the small screen, trying to select the unclaiming program.


Wallace was too far away from her, though. He was standing near the door, a good eight or nine feet from where Vance was examining the jeans. He needed to move closer, but before I could gesture to him—


Beep.


Fuck.


Vance’s head snapped up, her military training kicking in instantly. She didn’t freeze. She didn’t go blank. She just stared at Wallace, at the device in his hand, and her expression shifted from confusion to understanding to alarm in the span of a heartbeat.


“What the—”


She bolted toward the door.


I threw myself in front of her, hands up. “Stop! Don’t!”


She grabbed my shoulders, trying to shove me aside, but I planted my feet. “The program’s running!”


Vance froze, her hands still gripping my arms, her eyes wide. She knew exactly what that meant. She’d worked for the Source long enough to understand the tech. If she moved in range now, she’d risk being turned into a vegetable.


“Wallace, restart it!” I shouted. “Move closer!”


But Vance was already moving, pushing me hard to the side. I stumbled, crashed into the dresser, and sent a heavy ceramic lamp tumbling to the floor. It shattered with a sound like a gunshot, shards scattering across the hardwood.


Vance was trapped now, knowing she couldn’t come close to Wallace, to the door, without risking brain damage.


“Rowan!” she shouted, her voice cutting through the house like a blade.


Panic surged through me. Wallace was still fumbling with the device, his hands shaking worse than before.


“Wallace, move closer!” I hissed.


He stepped forward, stumbling slightly.


Beep.


This time, Vance went rigid. Her face went completely blank, her body freezing mid-step, one hand still reaching for the doorframe.


“Fuck,” Wallace breathed.


We stood there, hearts pounding, listening to the footsteps coming up the stairs.


“Grab her arm,” I whispered urgently.


“What?”


“Grab her arm! So you can claim her the second she comes to, otherwise she’ll bolt and we’re fucked!”


“She called for help,” Wallace said, his voice shaking. “They must have heard her.”


“Maybe not,” I said, though I didn’t believe it. “And if we claim her fast enough, she’ll cover for us. She’ll have to.”


Wallace moved forward hesitantly, wrapping his hand around Vance’s wrist. A moment later, her eyes started to blink, consciousness returning.


“You’re mine,” he mumbled, barely audible.


“Everything okay up there?” Rowan’s voice called from the stairs.


Phoebe and Wallace exchanged panicked glances, but before either of us could say anything, Vance straightened, her expression shifting from blank to alert to… calm. Determined.


She stepped through the doorway and into the hall.


“Everything’s fine, boss,” she called down, her voice steady. “I slipped and knocked over a lamp. Broke the damn thing. You probably heard me swear.”


There was a pause, then Rowan’s voice, closer now. “You sure?”


Vance snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve survived worse than a broken lamp. We’re just looking through the clothes for something that fits.”


Another pause. I could hear him on the landing, probably debating whether to check anyway.


“All right,” he finally said. “Holler if you need anything.”


His footsteps retreated back down the stairs.


Vance turned back toward us, and the smile that spread across her face was bright and genuine. She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, that’s not how I expected today to go.”


She looked at Wallace with something like admiration. “Ironic, isn’t it? All the precautions we took, me, Rowan, the other girls, and it still happened. I didn’t expect it to come from someone I trusted, though.”


I couldn’t help but smirk. “Statistically, you’re more likely to be victimized by someone you know than a stranger.”


Wallace grumbled something under his breath, clearly uneasy but also fascinated, his eyes roaming over Vance like he couldn’t quite believe she was his now.


Vance’s gaze fell on the VLF device in his hand. “How did you even unclaim me? My handshake was scrambled by the Source. That was the whole point.”


I snorted. “Your group brought back data from Jim Creek, remember? Including the Source’s original scrambling program. Wasn’t hard to reverse engineer it and find the new handshake combination. Only took me a couple of hours.”


Vance nodded slowly, impressed. Then she frowned, her sharp mind catching up. “Wait. How did Wallace claim you?” She paused, studying me more carefully. “Are you claimed? Because if you’re not, why do this for him?”


I smiled, that sense of complicity washing over me, the kinship between two women who understood what it meant to belong. “I’m claimed. I was never freed. Smith had sabotaged the version of the freeing program I used on myself. I was just unclaimed. Wallace and I figured it out yesterday and he immediately claimed me.”


Vance laughed, a genuine sound of appreciation. “Well played.”


Then her expression grew more serious, more focused. “What’s the plan?”


“The plan,” I said, unable to keep the pride out of my voice, “is still evolving. We’re figuring out what Wallace wants, what he needs. But the basic idea is simple: gather as many women for him as possible before it’s too late.”


“Obviously,” Vance said, smirking. She stepped closer to Wallace, her body language shifting subtly: shoulders back, chin tilted up. “And what does our owner want from his women?”


Wallace took a step back, his face flushing red. He was clearly aroused. I could see it in the way his breath hitched, the way his eyes kept darting to her body, but also completely intimidated.


Vance paused, reading him, then backed off slightly. The smirk didn’t leave her face, but she gave him space. She was slowly getting it: how to interact with him.


“So we can use the transmitter to claim more women, right?” she asked, glancing at the device still in Wallace’s hand. “Just go around and start collecting them?”


I sighed. “It’s more complicated than that. The Source’s handshake scrambling was simple, deterministic. Easy to reverse engineer once you had the base data. But the one we—” I winced. “The one I designed and deployed with the freeing program is meant to be harder to crack. Even for me. And I was being really fucking smart about it.”


The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d made it secure because I’d wanted to protect women from being claimed again. Now that security was getting in my way.


“Ah, so that’s why you went for me first, and want the other girls in my unit. We’re easier to catch. Still,” Vance said thoughtfully. “If it’s hard but not impossible, that means it’s doable, right?”


I nodded. “Yeah. It would take weeks, though. Maybe longer. And there’s another problem.” I leaned against the dresser, crossing my arms. “The counter-virus the Source released before they went down. It’s spreading. Slowly, because everything’s still chaos and people aren’t traveling much, but it’s spreading. We’ve had colleagues from neighboring states report detecting it. The brain matrix that conducts VLF signals gets destroyed in anyone who gets infected. Permanently.”


Vance’s eyes narrowed. “Which means…”


“Which means whatever program, or lack of program, is in a woman’s brain at that moment, it stays there forever. Can’t be changed. Can’t be fixed. And so, if we want to program and claimed women, we need to crack the handshake before the virus gets to them.”


She absorbed that, her expression thoughtful. Then she looked at Wallace, winked, and asked, “So what do you need from me?”


Wallace just looked away, his face even redder.


I laughed. “Right now? We need you playing your part. Stay with Rowan, act normal, and be ready to help us claim the other soldiers when the time comes.”


Vance straightened, her military bearing kicking back in. “Not a problem. Rowan doesn’t really have us serve him anyway, not in any meaningful way. Just help out here and there. I can play the part.”


“Good,” I said. “You’ll need to stay in touch with us. Help us figure out the best way to claim the others without attracting attention. In the meantime, I’ll see if I can crack the handshake before the virus gets here.”


Vance tilted her head, curious. “Couldn’t you find a way to stop the virus instead? Slow it down or something?”


I shook my head. “I’m not a biologist. And I doubt I could come up with a good excuse to get the actual qualified scientists working on it without raising suspicions. But…” I paused, considering. “It’s on the table if I can find the right approach.”


Vance nodded, then moved toward the clothes I’d pulled out earlier. She stripped off her wet tactical pants without any self-consciousness, Wallace’s eyes glued to her as she pulled on a pair of jeans that fit surprisingly well. She added a clean t-shirt, then turned back to us.


“All right,” she said. “Let’s get back before anyone gets suspicious.”


We returned to the backyard, the sun lower now, the string lights starting to look more necessary. People glanced up as we emerged, most of them smiling or chuckling.


“Everything okay?” Gabriel asked.


“Yeah,” Vance said easily. “I’m a klutz. Knocked over a lamp and broke it. Sorry about that.”


Gabriel waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. Place came with plenty of stuff I don’t need anyway.”


The conversation resumed, and Wallace finally started to relax. The mission was over. Successful. He’d claimed his second woman, and no one suspected a thing.


I smiled at him, reaching over to squeeze his hand under the table. My center, my universe. An attraction stronger than love, even.


Then I caught Cedric looking at me from across the table. He had one eyebrow raised slightly, his beer halfway to his lips, and for a moment our eyes met. He held my gaze for just a second longer than necessary before returning to his drink, his attention shifting back to Gabriel.


My stomach tightened slightly. Whatever he thought he saw, he kept it to himself. No one had any reason to suspect anything anyway.
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Chapter 2 : Dam


Wallace


I checked my phone again. 9:17 AM. She was late.


Not that I was surprised, Phoebe had been running behind schedule more often than not over the past few weeks, but it left me standing here in the dam control building with nothing to do but think, and thinking was not my friend these days.


The morning sun was already getting hot, reflecting off the concrete of the dam structure visible through the old glass doors in front of me. I adjusted my glasses—the frames always slid down when I started sweating—and tried to focus on the pleasant hum of the generators below, the reassuring thrum of machinery doing what it was supposed to do. Prospect Ridge Dam was producing power again. That was good. That was progress.


But my mind kept drifting back to Phoebe.


She was… God, she was something. Sharp as hell, brilliant even, the kind of intelligence that made working with her both intimidating and thrilling. And attractive, undeniably attractive, in that way that made me feel like a creep for noticing because of everything that had happened, everything we’d all been through.


I ran a hand over the top of my head, feeling the familiar smoothness there, the horseshoe of hair that remained on the sides and back. Forty-three years old, balding, lanky in a way that had never quite translated to “tall and handsome.” I’d made my peace with my appearance years ago, mostly, but standing here thinking about Phoebe brought back that old self-consciousness.


I snorted. What was I even hoping for? Seducing her? Asking her out? It was ridiculous. The whole world was in chaos, the entire country was trying to reassemble itself from the ground up, and I was into the only woman on Earth who was still, rightly, traumatized by what men had done to her.


And me? I was traumatized by what I had not done, but eventually tried to do.


When shit had first hit the fan, I’d been a good guy. I helped women get to safety, hold my ground, refused to claim anyone, tried to protect them. I watched my protegees get taken one by one, by stronger men, men who understood the rules of this new game I refused to play. I thought I had to be better. I thought I was. When I finally realized I’d lost everything, was heading toward a lonely existence, decided to play, it was too late. I roamed the county like a pathetic little human raccoon, desperate for the scraps, for any woman I could still claim. Never found one. And then? The team at Echelon, lead by Phoebe and Dr. Quinn, managed to free all women, and I was left with nothing, not even my dignity.


So yeah... Under normal circumstances I’d be considering asking Phoebe out, trying to make a move, flirting or whatever it was I used to do back when flirting felt like a neutral, positive act. But these weren’t normal circumstances. I could tell from the way her body tensed whenever I got too close, the way she avoided eye contact, the way she’d shut down any conversational topic that wasn’t directly related to the work at hand. She was uncomfortable around me. How much was me specifically and how much was men in general, I didn’t know, but I wasn’t going to push it.


I pulled my laptop out of my messenger bag and flipped it open, using the distraction of work to chase away the useless thoughts circling in my brain. We’d made good progress on the transmission lines, managed to find and replace a few damaged sections, repaired a couple of the substations that had been ransacked, and were now on the verge of being able to route power from the dam’s turbines to most of Chantwell. At least I was making myself useful, however I could.


We’d spend every morning here, coming up with the best next steps, brainstorming, then we’d drive wherever we were needed, directing teams, checking out damaged sections of the grid. The work was solid, tangible, and fulfilling, a concrete way to measure my days.


I heard a car engine outside, the sound of tires on gravel, and a moment later, Phoebe’s old Honda came into view, pulling up next to my Ford pickup. She parked and got out, a little breathless, her face slightly flushed.


“Hey,” I said, stepping out from behind my laptop as she approached. “Morning. Well, late morning.”


“Sorry,” she said immediately, breathless in a way that seemed more about stress than the short walk from her car. “I’m sorry I’m late. I’ve been… I’m not sleeping well lately, lost track of time this morning.”


There was something off about her. More off than usual, I mean. She was always a bit tense around me, but this was different. Her eyes kept darting away, then back, like she couldn’t decide whether to look at me or not. Her hands fidgeted with the strap of her bag.


“It’s fine, really,” I said, trying to sound reassuring and probably failing. “No problem at all. You should, uh, try to get some rest when you can. Maybe some melatonin? Or chamomile tea? I know it sounds stupid, but—”


I cringed internally even as the words left my mouth. Melatonin? Chamomile tea? Jesus Christ, Wallace, the woman was held prisoner and mind-controlled by a psychopath three months ago, and you’re suggesting herbal remedies like some kind of wellness blogger.


Phoebe ignored my idiotic advice entirely, which was probably the kindest thing she could have done. She set her bag down on the table we’d been using as a workstation and pulled out her laptop.


“So where are we with the Chantwell substation?” she asked, her voice shifting into professional mode. “Did you get a chance to test the transformer replacement yesterday?”


“Yeah,” I said, grateful for the return to technical territory. “Voltage regulation is holding steady, no fluctuations. We’re good there. I was thinking today we could focus on the distribution lines from the substation to the residential areas. There are still a few sections that need—”


I was talking, but part of my attention had drifted. The way she moved as she set up her laptop, efficient and precise, the curve of her neck as she bent over the keyboard, the way her hair fell forward…


She looked up suddenly, catching me staring.


Our eyes met for a fraction of a second before I jerked my gaze away, pretending to be very interested in something on my own laptop screen. Heat crawled up the back of my neck. Smooth, Wallace. Real smooth.


I could feel her discomfort from across the table, the way her posture had stiffened slightly, the way she’d shifted her chair just an inch further from mine.


Fuck.


The next three hours were excruciating.


We worked side by side, reviewing schematics, cross-referencing voltage readings, planning the route for the distribution line repairs. The work itself was fine—good, even. Phoebe was quick, asked the right questions, caught details I’d missed. We made real progress.


But I couldn’t stop being aware of her. The way she chewed her bottom lip when she was concentrating. The slight furrow between her eyebrows when something didn’t add up. The curve of her shoulders under her t-shirt.


Stop it, I told myself. Stop being a fucking creep.


But my eyes kept drifting. And she kept noticing. And every time she noticed, that tension between us ratcheted up another notch.


I was forty-three years old, for Christ’s sake. I had a master’s degree in electrical engineering. I’d spent two decades working in a professional environment without making an ass of myself. And here I was, acting like a horny teenager who’d never been in the same room as an attractive woman.


Get it together, Wallace.


By the time noon rolled around, I was mentally exhausted from the effort of trying to appear normal and professional while fighting the urge to look at her every five seconds.


I pulled my lunch out of my bag—a sandwich I’d thrown together that morning, an apple, some chips. Phoebe reached for her bag, then paused, her hand hovering over it.


“Shit,” she muttered.


“What?”


“I forgot to pack anything.” She rubbed her face. “I was rushing this morning and—”


“Here,” I said, pushing half my sandwich toward her. “I’ve got plenty.”


She hesitated, looking at the food, then at me. For a moment I thought she might refuse, and I wouldn’t have blamed her. But then she gave a small nod.


“Thanks. I appreciate it.”


“No problem.”


I bit into my half of the sandwich, trying to think of something to say. Small talk felt wrong, but silence felt worse. Maybe I could ask her about—


Phoebe plugged a hard drive into her laptop and opened what looked like a complex piece of code. Her attention immediately zeroed in on the screen, her sandwich forgotten on the wrapper beside her.


“So, uh…” I started, but she didn’t seem to hear me.


Her fingers moved rapidly across the trackpad, scrolling through what looked like a version control log. Lines and lines of modifications, each with a timestamp, a description, a name.


I ate my sandwich and tried not to stare at her again, but curiosity got the better of me. I leaned slightly to the side, trying to see what had her so absorbed.


It was a list of commits—modifications to a program. Each line had a date, a description of what had been changed, and the username of whoever had made the change. Most of the names I didn’t recognize, but the descriptions were dense and technical. “Adjusted neurotransmitter response threshold.” “Corrected VLF frequency modulation.” “Removed sabotage in handshake protocol.”


Her cursor scrolled down, down, down.


Then it stopped.


One line stood out because it was incomplete. There was a timestamp, a file that had been modified, and a username.


But no description.


The username was clear enough even from where I sat: Dr. Bernard Smith.


Phoebe went completely still.


Not just still like someone who’d stopped moving. Still like someone who’d been flash-frozen. Her hand on the trackpad didn’t twitch. Her shoulders didn’t rise and fall with breath. Even the micro-expressions that usually flickered across her face—concentration, frustration, curiosity—all of it vanished.


I took another bite of my sandwich, chewing slowly, before I registered that something was wrong.


“Phoebe?”


No response. The cursor hadn’t moved. She stared at the screen like it was showing her something impossible.


“Hey, you okay?”


She jolted, her head snapping toward me like she’d forgotten I was there. “What? Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.”


But she wasn’t. Her voice was too high, too tight. Her eyes were wide, pupils dilated. She was trying to smile, trying to look normal, but her hands were shaking as she started closing windows on her laptop, stuffing the hard drive back into her bag.


“I just—I forgot I have something I need to do today. Something important. I should—” She stood up abruptly, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll stay in touch, okay? We’ll pick this up tomorrow, or—or whenever.”


She glanced at me, and that’s when I saw it.


The look.


It started as a sensation in my gut, a cold twist of recognition that took a moment to reach my conscious mind. I’d seen that look before. I’d seen women look at men like that.


And now Phoebe was looking at me the same way.


My heart started pounding, hard and fast. She turned away, heading for the glass doors, moving too quickly, her gait just slightly off.


My mind raced. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. The way she’d frozen when she saw Smith’s name. The way she was looking at me now. The way she was trying to leave, not just leave but flee.


She was almost at the door.


Before I could think it through, before I could second-guess myself, I was moving. My chair scraped against the concrete floor as I shoved it back, my legs carrying me across the room faster than I’d moved in years.


“Wait!” I called out.


She didn’t stop.


I reached the door just as her hand touched the handle and slammed my palm against the glass above her head, blocking it from opening.


She spun around, pressing her back against the door, eyes wide. “Please,” she said, her voice soft, almost calm, like she was trying to reason with a wild animal. “Please, just let me leave.”


She was staring at me, and there was something in her expression I couldn’t quite parse. Fear, yes, but also… conflict? Like part of her wanted to stay and part of her wanted to run.


“Please…” she said again, and this time her voice broke slightly, desperate and exhausted all at once.


And that’s when I understood.


She was scared I was going to claim her.


Which meant—


Oh God.


Oh God, it was possible.


My hand shot out before I could think it through, grabbing her wrist. She didn’t fight. Didn’t try to pull away. Just looked at me with that same expression—fear mixed with something else. Resignation? Acceptance?


I felt like I was watching myself from outside my body. Like I was split in two. Part of me—the part that had wandered the county three months ago looking for anyone left to claim, the part that had cursed my own kindness and morality—that part surged forward, seizing the opportunity I’d thought was lost forever.


The other part—the part that knew this was wrong, that knew what I was about to do was monstrous—could only watch in horror as my mouth opened and the words came out.


“You’re mine.”


The change in her expression was instantaneous. The fear melted away like ice in sunlight, replaced by the most beautiful, grateful smile I’d ever seen. Her whole face lit up, her eyes shining, and she looked at me like I’d just saved her life instead of… instead of whatever the fuck I’d actually just done.


I stepped back, my hand releasing her wrist, my brain short-circuiting.


“Are you okay?” she asked, her voice suddenly full of concern. She moved toward me, closing the distance I’d created. “It’s all right. I’m yours. That was—that was a good call. Well done.”


I nodded, panting, my heart hammering against my ribs. I felt like laughing and crying at the same time, felt like jumping off the top of the dam, felt like I’d just made the worst and best decision of my life simultaneously.


“Are you—” I managed, my voice shaking. “Are you really okay?”


“I’m perfect,” she said, and she seemed to mean it. She was still smiling, her whole posture relaxed now, open.


“Are you really… mine?”


“Yes,” she said simply, and the certainty in her voice made my knees weak. “I’m yours.”


I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding, something like relief washing over me even though I couldn’t explain what I was feeling. Relief mixed with horror mixed with confusion mixed with—


Phoebe laughed, shaking her head. “Fuck! I’m such an idiot,” she said, looking up at me with something that could only be described as adoration. “I missed this feeling. God, I missed it so badly. And it’s wonderful that it’s you. You, out of anyone else. And right now, before I could fix it.”


“Fix it?” I repeated, my brain struggling to catch up. “Phoebe, what the hell is happening? How is this even possible? How could I claim you? You were freed. Everyone was freed.”


She took my hand—just took it, naturally, like it was the most normal thing in the world—and gently led me back toward our workstation. “Come on, sit down. I’ll explain.”


I sat. She sat across from me, but closer than before, leaning forward, her eyes never leaving mine. She looked so happy. So genuinely, radiantly happy.


“I’ve been having weird dreams since I used the freeing program on myself,” she began. “You know I used a modified version, right? One that doesn’t remove the trauma?”


“Yeah,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Someone at Echelon mentioned that. Said you wanted to process everything yourself, the hard way.”


She nodded. “Right. But something felt wrong. The dreams—they weren’t nightmares. They were… good. Really good. I kept dreaming about being claimed, about how amazing it felt to serve, to obey, to please…” She paused, her cheeks flushing slightly. “And when I woke up, during the day, I knew it was wrong. I knew what had been done to me was a violation. But at night, my brain kept going back to it, kept craving it.”


I stared at her, trying to process.


“So today I checked the code,” she continued. “I’ve been suspicious for weeks that something was off, that the freeing program didn’t work properly. Like I was free, but… not really? Like something in the back of my mind was always there, calling to me, telling me I needed to be claimed again, reminding me how good it felt.”


My stomach twisted.


“I looked at the commit log,” she said. “Something I hadn’t done before. I was so eager to just use the program, to be done with it, that I only checked the code itself. And that’s when I saw it—Bernard Smith had modified the original program. A day before his death. Just one modification, no description. And I realized…” She laughed, but there was an edge to it. “The program didn’t free me. It just unclaimed me. Which means anyone could have done what you just did.”


The words hung in the air between us.


“He sabotaged it,” I said slowly, understanding dawning. “Smith sabotaged your version of the program.”


“Yep.” She was still smiling, but now there was something manic in it. “I can’t believe I didn’t check the commits. I’m such an idiot. I went through the code, it looked fine, I didn’t spot any difference from the standard version. I assumed it hadn’t been tampered with because Smith never said a word about it while I was claimed by him. So I just used it. It unclaimed me, and I thought that meant I was free. And I left it at that.”


I sat there, completely dumbfounded, my brain trying and failing to process what she was telling me.


Phoebe moved closer, her hand reaching toward me, but I must have flinched or something because she immediately stepped back, her expression shifting to concern.


“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I’m giving you space. I just—I’ve noticed how you look at me. I thought you’d want to…” She trailed off, studying my face. “Have you ever claimed a woman before?”


I let out a soft, humorless snort. The question felt weirdly similar to being asked if I was a virgin, and maybe in her current state, it was exactly that kind of question. A measure of experience. Of conquest.


“No,” I admitted. “I didn’t. By the time I… by the time I decided to try, it was too late. There weren’t many women left unclaimed, and the ones that were…” I shrugged helplessly. “I couldn’t find them.”


“That must have been lonely,” she said, her voice soft with sympathy. “Hard. Watching other men get what you couldn’t have.”


I nodded, and my eyes, without any input from my conscious mind, dropped to her chest. The curve of her breasts under her t-shirt. I jerked my gaze back up, but it was too late.


She’d noticed. And she was smirking.


“It’s okay,” she said, standing up slowly. “You can look.”


And then, maintaining eye contact, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. Pulled it up slowly, teasingly, revealing her stomach, then her bra—plain black—and then she pulled it over her head entirely and tossed it aside.


She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra with practiced ease, and let it fall away.


Her breasts were perfect. Full and soft, nipples already hard in the cool air of the control room.


“Go ahead,” she said, that playful smirk still on her face. “Touch them. They’re yours.”


I felt myself getting hard, felt the blood rushing south, felt my brain shorting out as I tried to reconcile what was happening with any kind of rational thought.


I had just claimed Phoebe Conrad. Smart, beautiful, brilliant Phoebe Conrad. The woman who’d helped decode the Source’s programming and free every woman on Earth. And now she was mine. Completely mine.


She moved closer, close enough that I could smell her shampoo, and took my hands in hers, guiding them up to her breasts.


The moment my palms made contact with her skin, something in me snapped. I squeezed, feeling the weight and softness of her, and she let out a soft, pleased sound that went straight to my cock.


“God, yes,” she breathed, pressing into my touch. “That feels so good. Pleasing you feels so good.” She laughed, a little breathless. “I’ve been such an idiot, resisting this. My mind knew all along. I needed to belong to someone. I needed this.”


I kept touching her, my hands exploring tentatively at first, thumbs brushing over her nipples and feeling them harden further under my touch. She arched into it, encouraging me with soft sounds and whispered words.


“That’s it,” she murmured. “Don’t hold back. Take what you want. My happiness is making you happy, that’s all I need.”


The words should have disturbed me more than they did, but my body was overriding my brain, drowning out the ethical concerns with pure physical want. She was watching my face intently, I realized, studying my reactions. When I squeezed harder and her breath hitched, she noticed the flicker of satisfaction in my expression and immediately pressed closer, offering more.


“You like that,” she said, not a question. “You like being rougher with them.”


I did. God help me, I did.


My gaze dropped to her mouth, those full lips slightly parted, then down to the obvious bulge straining against my jeans. She followed my eyes, and I watched something click in her expression, not calculation exactly, but understanding. Analysis. She was reading me, figuring out what I wanted before I fully knew myself.


“Can I?” she asked, already sinking to her knees, her hands moving to my belt.


I nodded, unable to form words.


She worked quickly, efficiently, unbuckling my belt and unzipping my jeans with practiced ease. When she pulled my cock free, I was already rock hard, precum beading at the tip. She looked up at me with those intelligent eyes, still Phoebe, still brilliant, but now entirely focused on pleasing me, and wrapped her hand around my shaft.


“Tell me if I’m doing it wrong,” she said, and then she took me into her mouth.


The wet heat was overwhelming. I groaned, my hand automatically going to her hair, tangling in the strands. She hummed around me, the vibration making my hips jerk, and adjusted her technique immediately, more suction, less tongue, responding to what made me react.


She was learning me in real time, cataloguing what I liked. When I gripped her hair harder, she moaned and took me deeper. When I cursed under my breath at a particular swirl of her tongue, she repeated it. It was like she’d turned that brilliant scientific mind entirely toward the problem of my pleasure, optimizing her approach with every passing second.


“Fuck,” I breathed, watching her head bob, watching my cock disappear between her lips. “Phoebe—”


She pulled back slightly, licking along the underside of my shaft, and looked up at me with such genuine happiness that it made my chest ache. “Am I doing good?” she asked, and the eager need for approval in her voice sent a fresh surge of arousal through me.


“Yes,” I managed. “So fucking good.”


She smiled and took me back into her mouth, deeper this time, until I felt the back of her throat. The conflict in my mind was fading, overwhelmed by the physical reality of what was happening. This was real. She was mine. And she wanted this, or at least, the programming made her want this so completely that the distinction didn’t matter anymore.


I felt myself getting close, my grip on her hair tightening, my hips starting to thrust. But before I could finish, something in me shifted. A bolder impulse, a darker want that I’d been suppressing suddenly surged forward.


I pulled her off my cock abruptly. She gasped, looking up at me with surprise and a hint of concern,—had she done something wrong?—but I didn’t give her time to process. I hauled her to her feet, my hands rough on her arms, and she laughed, delighted by the sudden aggression.


“Yes,” she breathed. “Whatever you want.”


I grabbed the waistband of her jeans and yanked them down, taking her underwear with them. She stepped out of them quickly, still laughing, and I shoved her backward against the work table, scattering papers and her laptop. My hands were everywhere: her hips, her thighs, squeezing and claiming and taking.


“Turn around,” I growled, and she obeyed instantly, bending over the table and presenting herself to me.


I took a moment just to look at her: the curve of her ass, the wetness already visible between her thighs, the way she was trembling slightly with anticipation. This was Phoebe Conrad. Mine. Completely mine.


I lined myself up and pushed into her in one hard thrust.


She cried out, her back arching, and the sound was pure pleasure. She was tight and hot and so fucking wet that I slid in easily despite the force. I pulled back and thrust again, harder, and she moaned, pushing back against me.


“Yes,” she gasped. “God, yes. Use me. Please.”


I gripped her hips hard enough to bruise and started fucking her in earnest, all my restraint gone. The table scraped against the concrete floor with each thrust. She was making these beautiful desperate sounds, half-moans and half-words, telling me how good it felt, how perfect, how much she needed this.


I could feel her adjusting even now—the angle of her hips, the way she clenched around me, reading my reactions and optimizing for my pleasure. When I grunted at a particularly deep thrust, she pushed back harder, taking me deeper. When my grip on her hips tightened, she moaned louder, giving me the feedback that I liked being rough.


“You feel so fucking good,” I groaned, watching my cock disappear into her again and again. “So perfect.”


“Yours,” she panted. “I’m yours. God, I’m so happy I’m yours.”


And she meant it. I could hear it in her voice, see it in the ecstatic arch of her spine, feel it in the way she met each thrust with eager desperation. The programming had rewired her completely, made serving me into her entire purpose, and the guilt I should have felt was drowning under waves of pure physical pleasure.


I reached around, found her clit, and rubbed it roughly. She came almost immediately, her whole body going rigid, her pussy clenching around my cock as she cried out my name. The sensation pushed me over the edge, and I buried myself deep, coming hard inside her.


For a moment, we both just stayed there, panting, my body pressed against her back. Then reality started creeping back in, the enormity of what I’d just done threatening to overwhelm me.


But Phoebe turned her head, looking back at me with that radiant smile, and said, “Thank you. God, thank you for claiming me!”


And I couldn’t bring myself to regret it.


We stayed like that for a long moment, both of us catching our breath, my softening cock still inside her. The reality of what had just happened was starting to settle over me like a weight: I’d claimed her, fucked her, and she was thanking me for it.


Phoebe straightened slowly, and I pulled out, watching as she turned to face me. Her expression had shifted, becoming more serious though still suffused with that same caring attention.


“What now?” she asked softly.


I blinked, still a bit lost in the haze of post-orgasm thoughts and ethical vertigo. “What do you mean?”


She bit her lip, a flicker of worry crossing her face. “Do you want to keep me? I mean, it’s okay if you don’t—I’d understand—but I really hope you’ll keep me.”


I stayed silent, my mind churning. Of course I was going to keep her. I’d just claimed her. She was mine. The thought should have horrified me, but instead it sent a warm pulse of possessive satisfaction through my chest.


But I didn’t say anything, and Phoebe must have interpreted my silence as hesitation because she started talking faster, words tumbling out.


“It’s fine, really, I mean—I’ve been struggling, you know? Since I freed myself. Or thought I freed myself. I’ve been depressed, not knowing what to do with myself, having these dreams, feeling like something was wrong with me.” She moved closer, her hand reaching for mine. “And now I’m happy. I can be so happy serving you. And I can make you so happy, Wallace. I promise.”


She was watching my face intently, reading my reactions, adjusting her approach. “You don’t have to worry about anyone finding out. I can make sure there are no traces of Smith’s sabotage in the code. I’ll delete that commit, rewrite the history, whatever it takes. And besides, no one is really paying attention to that anymore. Everyone thinks it’s over.”


A small smile played at her lips. “I can just tell everyone I fell in love with you. No one would suspect a thing. We’ve been working together for weeks, it would make sense.”


I felt myself stirring again despite having just come, fascinated by the way her brilliant mind was now entirely devoted to problem-solving for us. For me.


“We can keep working,” she continued, her voice taking on an almost dreamy quality. “Helping restore Chantwell, being part of the community. Or if you want, we could leave. Find somewhere quiet where no one knows us, where you’d be free to use me however you want without worrying about my friends finding out I’m claimed.”


She moved even closer, pressing against me. Her next words came out more carefully, like she was testing the waters, curious but anxious.


“I could even help you claim other women, if you wanted. If that’s something you’d…” She trailed off, watching my face for any sign of interest or revulsion.


I frowned, my brain finally catching up enough to engage with the practical questions. “I thought that was impossible. Freed women had the handshake scrambled when the Source tried to lock everyone in permanently. And didn’t they release a counter-virus that destroyed the VLF matrix in women’s brains?”


Phoebe paused, thinking, and then a smirk spread across her face. She looked almost delighted, like I’d just asked exactly the right question.


“That’s true,” she said slowly. “But…”
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Chapter 1 : Bad Good Dreams


Phoebe

07/25/2025


The light bends wrong. Colors I don’t have names for. My knees press against something. tile? carpet? doesn’t matter. I’m looking up, way up, at a face that keeps shifting. Dark eyes. Kind eyes. No, cold eyes. The particulars don’t stick, they slide off like water on glass, but the shape of him, the weight of HIM, that stays solid.


My mouth is full. My throat works. There’s a hand in my hair, guiding, and the pleasure of being useful radiates through my skull like warm honey, thick and golden and perfect.


“Good girl.”


The words detonate in my chest. I’m drowning in purpose. In rightness. This is what I’m for.


The scene fractures, kaleidoscope turn, and now I’m bent over a desk, papers scattering, and he’s behind me, inside me, and I’m gasping his name except I don’t know what it is. Gabriel? The face swims into focus for half a second—sad eyes, apologetic even now—before it melts away again. Doesn’t matter. What matters is the fullness, the completion, the way my entire nervous system sings with the knowledge that I’m doing what I’m supposed to do.


Another break. Another him. This one has laugh lines, silver threading through grey hair. Edward? The name surfaces and sinks. He’s talking, explaining something about weapons, and I nod along like I understand, like I care about anything except the approval in his voice, the hand on my shoulder, the way being near him makes my skin hum.


“Such a smart girl,” he says, and I want to weep with gratitude.


Shatter. Reform. Duncan’s face now, stern and sad at once, and I’m kneeling again, always kneeling, always looking up, and his hand cups my cheek with something like regret, but it doesn’t matter because touching him, being touched, being allowed, that’s everything. That’s the whole fucking universe compressed into a single point of contact.


“I’m sorry,” he whispers, but I shake my head because he shouldn’t be, I want this, I need this, can’t he see?


The colors invert. Everything goes dark and bright at once.


Smith.


The name doesn’t just surface, it erupts, and suddenly the pleasure amplifies a thousandfold, so intense it stops being pleasure and becomes something else, something beyond language. I’m on my knees and he’s holding a gun and I’m holding a gun and someone is crying and I pull the trigger because he told me to, because making him happy is more important than oxygen, than gravity, than the screaming in the back of my head that sounds like my own voice.


Blood on my hands. Blood on his shoes. I’m licking it off and the bliss is biblical.


“Perfect,” he says, and I come undone.


His hands are everywhere. His voice rewrites my neurons in real time. I’m telling him things: secrets, codes, names, and each word that spills out feels like an orgasm. Betrayal as ecstasy. Destruction as love. He asks me to hurt someone I care about and I do it with a smile because his approval is the only thing that exists, the only thing that ever existed, the alpha and omega of meaning itself.


I’m riding him and crying and laughing and I can’t tell which sensation is which anymore, they’ve all merged into one incandescent column of rightness, and I’m begging. “please, please, anything, I’ll do anything” and he says—


The face changes again. A professor from grad school. A guy from a bar whose name I never learned. My high school boyfriend. Faces blur and multiply, dozens of them, hundreds, an infinite regression of HIM, and I’m servicing them all, simultaneously, impossibly, my body fragmenting across space and time to be wherever he needs me, whoever he is, because that’s what I’m for—


I gasped, eyes flying open, heart hammering against my ribs so hard it hurt. The ceiling of my studio apartment stared back at me, water-stained and familiar and real. The clock on my nightstand glowed 5:45 AM in hostile red numbers. Outside the window, the pine forest behind Echelon was just starting to emerge from the blue-black shadows of early morning, the summer sky going pale at the edges.


“Fuck,” I breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


My hands were shaking. My thighs were wet. I wanted to scream or throw up or both.


Not again. Not again.


I kicked the sheets off violently, like they’d personally offended me, and sat up too fast. The head rush nearly knocked me back down, but I rode it out, pressing the heels of my hands against my eyes until I saw stars. Different stars. Stars that had nothing to do with the kaleidoscope of ecstatic submission my sleeping brain kept insisting on replaying.


Three months. It had been three fucking months since the freeing signal, since Smith died, since the whole goddamn world got handed back its autonomy. Three months, and my subconscious still seemed to think being claimed was the best thing that ever happened to me.


During the day, I could hold it together. During the day, I knew exactly what had been done to us, to me. The violation of it, the horror, the obscenity of having your brain hijacked and rewritten so that subjugation felt like love. I could be righteously angry about it. I could work myself into a fury just thinking about Smith’s face, about the Source, about every man who’d taken advantage of the signal.


But at night? At night, my traitor brain rolled around in the memory of it like a dog in the dirt, luxurating in the phantom sensation of purpose and surrender and that terrible, terrible bliss.


I stumbled to the tiny bathroom, splashed cold water on my face until my skin stung. The mirror showed me exactly what I expected: circles under my eyes, hair a mess, the look of someone who hadn’t slept properly in weeks. Ramona kept telling me it would get better. Everyone kept saying that. Time heals all wounds, or whatever patronizing bullshit people trotted out when they didn’t know what else to say.


But they didn’t feel this. They’d all taken the standard freeing program, the one that Ramona and I had designed together, the one that carefully excised the emotional weight of being claimed while leaving the memories intact. Clean and clinical. No fuss, no trauma, just the facts without the feelings.


I’d used the old original freeing program, the one that left everything: the pain and horror, all of it, unfiltered.


Sometimes, like right now, staring at my haggard reflection, I almost regretted it.


Almost.


I went through the motions of getting ready: shower, clothes, a bit of whatever makeup I had left. The routine helped. Concrete actions, concrete results. By the time I was ready, the dream had receded to a dull background hum, still present but no longer screaming.


I stepped out into the hallway at 6:20, locking the door behind me. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting everything in that particular shade of institutional beige that Echelon did so well. It smelled like recycled air and pine cleaner.


Echelon at this hour was a weird liminal space, caught between night and day. Most people were still asleep, but the early risers were starting to emerge: a few engineers I didn’t recognize heading toward the labs, a woman with two young kids making their way to what used to be a conference room but now served as a makeshift daycare. She smiled at me as we passed. I tried to smile back.


The place had changed so much in three months. What used to be a research facility, sterile, focused, populated by scientists and security officers, had become something closer to a small town. Gabriel, Ramona, and Warda had opened the gates to refugees, people fleeing the chaos that still gripped most of the country. Power was spotty everywhere else, supply chains broken, pieces of local governments trying to reassemble themselves from the wreckage of the Source’s new world. Here, we had the solar array, the wells, the infrastructure. We had stability.


So people came. Families, mostly. Some former Echelon staff who’d left after Claim Day and now trickled back, looking for work, for community, for something resembling normalcy. We’d converted labs into living quarters, storage rooms into classrooms. Last week, someone had set up a small market in what used to be the loading bay.


I walked toward the cafeteria, already starting to smell like breakfast, and caught sight of a cluster of men sitting at one of the tables, coffee mugs cradled in their hands. Former staff, if I remembered right. They’d returned a few weeks ago, shame written all over their faces, barely able to make eye contact with anyone. The women here had been remarkably gracious about it, giving them space to process.


The irony wasn’t lost on me. The men, the ones who’d turned us into slaves, were the ones who needed time to heal now. Meanwhile, the women walked around fine, smiling, adjusted, courtesy of our guilt-free emotional lobotomy special.


Ramona was sitting alone at one of the corner tables, methodically working her way through what looked like reconstituted eggs, or at least, something that had been eggs in a previous life, and a hunk of bread that might’ve been fresh yesterday. The rations looked as appetizing as they always did, which is to say not at all.


I let myself drop into the chair across from her with more force than necessary. The metal legs scraped against the floor.


Ramona raised an eyebrow, chewing slowly. “It’s early. I don’t usually see you at this hour.”


“Yeah, well.” I grabbed the coffee pot someone had left on the table and poured myself a cup without asking. “Woke up early. Couldn’t fall back asleep. Besides, I’ve got a shit ton of work.”


She nodded, taking another bite of the grey substance on her plate. How she could eat that stuff without gagging was beyond me, but Ramona treated food like fuel: taste was irrelevant as long as it provided calories.


“How’s the work on Prospect Ridge Dam progressing?” she asked, wiping her mouth with a napkin.


I took a long sip of coffee before answering, letting the bitter heat ground me. “We managed to open the gates and release some of the water that accumulated during spring. June was a bitch with all that rain, so thank God we got to it when we did. The dam’s producing power now, which is great, but…” I rubbed my eyes. “It’s the local grid that’s the problem. The infrastructure’s a mess. Half the lines are down, the substations need repairs, and don’t even get me started on the transformers.”


“And Wallace Irvin?” Ramona asked. “How’s that collaboration going?”


Something tightened in my chest at the name. Wallace was in his forties, competent as hell, former power systems engineer who’d worked for the state before everything went to shit. He knew his stuff, no question. But there was something about the way he looked at me sometimes that I couldn’t quite parse. Was it guilt? Was he one of those men who couldn’t meet my eyes because he was drowning in shame about what had happened? Or was he just… looking? Evaluating? Appreciating?


I hated that I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. Hated that every interaction with men now came with this fucked-up calculus in the back of my head.


“It’s going well,” I said, keeping my voice neutral. “Guy’s a brilliant power systems engineer. Knows transmission infrastructure inside and out. He’s confident we can restore power to Chantwell proper within a week or two, maybe less if we don’t run into any major equipment failures.”


Ramona studied me for a moment, then went back to her breakfast. “You didn’t have to take charge of this project, you know.”


I bristled immediately, though I tried not to show it. Was she implying I wasn’t qualified? Or was this about me needing rest after spending weeks locked in the MRI room, after being claimed by Smith, after everything? Either way, it rankled.


“It’s a nice change of pace,” I said, more defensively than I’d intended. “My skills are actually useful here. Project management, systems analysis, coordinating teams... All that shit I did for the freeing program translates pretty well. And I…” I paused, staring into my coffee. “I needed to be in charge of something again. Needed to feel like I was making a difference that didn’t involve rewiring people’s brains.”


Ramona’s expression softened slightly. Not much, but for her, it was significant. “Did you develop a taste for leading projects?” she asked, and there was almost a teasing quality to her tone. “After leading Echelon with me and saving the world?”


I snorted, allowing myself a small smile. “You’re doing the same thing. Pretty sure your skills weren’t meant to lead you into politics either.”


“True,” she admitted, pushing the remains of her rations around her plate. “Though it appears a significant number of people in Chantwell want me to remain in a leadership position. I would hate to shirk such an obligation if I can genuinely be of assistance.”


Right. Because apparently Ramona, brilliant, emotionally stunted, socially awkward Ramona, was now the favorite to become Chantwell’s new mayor once the elections were held.


I shifted in my seat, the dream clawing its way back into my consciousness. The colors. The faces. The feeling of Smith’s hand in my hair. I shoved it down, but the unease remained, an itch I couldn’t quite reach.


“Hey,” I said, trying to sound casual. “You had any weird dreams lately?”


Ramona looked up, slightly puzzled by the non sequitur. “Define ‘weird.’”


“I don’t know. Just… weird. Strange. Unsettling.”


She considered this, taking another sip of coffee. “I had one last night where the entire cafeteria was filled with filing cabinets, and I couldn’t find the correct form to requisition more bread. Does that count?”


“Sure,” I said.


She tilted her head. “Why do you ask?”


“No reason,” I said quickly, too quickly. “Just curious.”


Ramona’s eyes narrowed slightly. She was too smart not to notice the deflection, but she also knew when not to push. “If you’re experiencing sleep disturbances, I could—”


“I’m fine,” I cut her off, draining the rest of my coffee and standing up. “Really. Just the usual post-apocalyptic adjustment period, right? Anyway, I should get going. Wallace is meeting me at the dam site at eight,” I lied.


I left before she could ask anything else, before the concern in her expression could turn into questions I didn’t want to answer.


The hallway was coming alive as I walked. A group of kids—maybe eight or nine years old—ran past me, laughing about something, their mother calling after them to slow down. Through an open doorway, I caught sight of someone setting up a classroom, writing math problems on a whiteboard. In another room, a woman was conducting what looked like a medical check-up, a stethoscope around her neck, a young man sitting on the examination table rolling up his sleeve.


It was surreal. Echelon had been a place of sterile research and military precision. Now it was a community center, a refugee camp, a school, a clinic, all rolled into one. I wasn’t sure if that was inspiring or depressing.


My makeshift office was on the second floor, in what used to be a supply closet before we’d turn Echelon into the new center of everything. It was barely large enough for a desk, a chair, and a filing cabinet, but it had a window and a door that locked, which made it more valuable than real estate in Manhattan right now.


I slipped inside and closed the door, shutting out the noise. The computer took its sweet time booting up, another thing we needed to fix, the network infrastructure was held together with duct tape and prayers without Duncan around to fix it, but eventually the login screen appeared.


Something was bugging me. Had been bugging me since I woke up, actually. That dream. The intensity of it. The way it felt so real, so visceral, like my body remembered things my conscious mind rejected.


I opened the folder containing the freeing program files. Both versions sat there: the standard one that Ramona and most of the women had used, and mine. The original version. The one that left the raw truth intact.


The code sprawled across my screen in layers: the mind language we’d painstakingly decoded from the Source’s signal, translated into something a VLF transmitter could broadcast, interwoven with more conventional programming that coordinated the transmission. It was elegant, really. Terrifying, but elegant.


I scrolled through it slowly, looking for… what? I didn’t even know. An error? A fragment of the original Source programming that we’d missed? Some hidden trigger that was causing my brain to replay my time under Smith’s control like a greatest hits album?


But there was nothing. I’d spent an entire night before using this on myself, going through every line, every variable, every function. I’d cross-referenced it against Tristan’s corrections, the brilliant fixes he’d made after catching the Source’s sabotage. Everything checked out. It worked. I was free.


So why did I keep dreaming about how good it felt to obey?


I rubbed my eyes, the screen blurring slightly. Maybe I should ask Elaine and Lenore to look at it. They’d worked on the original program, they knew the mind language as well as I did. Six eyes were better than two.


But they’d just gotten married. Well, not officially, there wasn’t exactly a functioning justice of the peace around here, but they’d had a ceremony two weeks ago and everyone treated them like newlyweds. I couldn’t bother them with my paranoid hunch that something was wrong with a program that, evidently, had worked perfectly.


This was just trauma. PTSD. My brain trying to process an incomprehensible violation by replaying it in my sleep. That was normal, right? That was what trauma did.


I stared at the code until the symbols started to lose meaning, until my eyes ached and my coffee went cold.


A knock on the door jolted me out of my trance.


“Yeah?” I called.


Gabriel opened the door, leaning against the frame. He looked tired. There were still shadows under his eyes, a certain heaviness to his posture, but nothing like the exhausted wreck he’d been three months ago when we were actively trying to save humanity. Now he just looked like a guy who wasn’t sleeping great and had too much responsibility.


“Hey,” he said. “Just wanted to remind you there’s a meeting tonight. Nine o’clock, conference room B. We’re gathering team leaders to coordinate, getting updates on the power restoration, food distribution, water purification, all that fun stuff. You’ll be there?”


“Yeah, sure,” I said, maybe a bit too quickly. Any excuse to stay busy, to delay crawling back into bed where the dreams waited. “I can give an update on Prospect Ridge and the timeline for getting Chantwell’s grid operational.”


He nodded, then hesitated, studying my face. “You doing okay?”


The question caught me off guard. Not because it was unexpected, people asked it all the time now, a reflexive courtesy in a world still recovering from collective trauma, but because Gabriel actually seemed to mean it.


I guess he understood, at least partially. He was still processing everything, still carrying guilt about what he’d done to the women under his authority. And honestly? Compared to most men, he’d been a saint. He’d tried to maintain boundaries, tried to treat the women he’d claimed with something resembling respect, even if he’d failed more than once. The stuff with Olivia and Wendy was fucked up, no question, but at least he felt bad about it. At least he was trying to do better.


“I’m fine,” I lied. “Just busy. You know how it is.”


He didn’t look convinced, but he let it go. “Right. Well, I’m also throwing a little party tomorrow afternoon. Barbecue, if you can believe it. Managed to trade some supplies with a local farmer for a bit of meat. Nothing fancy, but it’ll be nice. Wendy’s coming, Warda, Rowan, and some of his girls, Imani, Alva, Ramona, Elaine, Lenore…” He paused, and something flickered across his face. “Maybe Cedric and Olivia.”


The way he said “maybe” carried weight. Hurt, probably. I didn’t know the details of whatever had gone down between them since they’d come back from Jim Creek, but it was clear things were still complicated.


“What about Charlotte?” I asked.


Gabriel’s expression shifted, became more guarded. “Haven’t heard from her in over two months. I’m not even sure she’s still in the area. She might’ve left.”


I sighed. Charlotte. One of the few women who really grasped what had happened, even though she’d never been claimed. Maybe that made it better for her, not having to wake up craving the very thing that had violated you. Or maybe it made it worse. She’d had to pretend to love her subjugation, had to perform enthusiasm and devotion while hating every second, all to survive. I didn’t know which was more fucked up.


Gabriel glanced at his phone, then back at me, frowning slightly. “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be at the dam today? Meeting with Wallace?”


Shit.


I looked at the time on my computer screen. 8:47 AM. I was supposed to meet Wallace at nine, and it took at least thirty minutes to drive there, longer if I hit any of the makeshift checkpoints people had set up on the roads.


The sun was fully up now, streaming through my office window and making the dust motes visible. I could hear activity in the corridor behind Gabriel—voices, footsteps, the sounds of Echelon waking up properly.


“Fuck,” I muttered, standing abruptly and nearly knocking my cold coffee over. “Yeah, I lost track of time. I need to—”


“Go,” Gabriel said, stepping out of the doorway. “Don’t forget about the meeting tonight, though. Nine o’clock.”


“I’ll be there,” I promised, already grabbing my bag.


He left, and I turned back to my computer, finger hovering over the power button. Then, on impulse, or maybe paranoia, I couldn’t tell the difference anymore, I plugged in an external hard drive and copied the entire freeing programs folder. Both versions, all the documentation, everything. The progress bar crawled across the screen with agonizing slowness, but finally it finished.


I unplugged the drive, shoved it in my bag along with my laptop, and headed for the door.


Whatever was wrong, if anything was wrong, I’d figure it out later.


Right now, I had a dam to get to.

    
    
Author Note:


This is chapter 1 out of 4 for After Claim Day Episode 1. If you wish to support my work or are eager to discover the next chapters before everyone else, feel free to subscribe to my Patreon and get access to many exlusive stories and chapters.


Do not hesitate to join my Discord as well to meet people interested in Mind control stories, hypnosis, and to get the latest news about what I’m up to!
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